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ABSTRACT

Osogbo, the capital of Osun State of Nigeria, has 
become very popular as a centre of art and culture in 
Yorubaland for many years. Both traditional and con­
temporary art forms are kept alive in the town^but the 
attention of the outside world has been focused mainly 
on the latter while the major aspect of the former, 
the festival of images, has been conspicuously neglec­
ted. The main purpose of this study is to examine 
this annual ceremony which involves a processional dis­
play of the traditional (sculptural) images of the 
town for a deeper understanding of the artistic heri­
tage of the town and the entire Yorubaland.

Through participant observation and interview, 
the origin, development and sociological significance 
of the festival were investigated. The images invol­
ved, in the festival were identified and compared with 
the representation and worship of the deities in other 
Yoruba towns such as Ilobu, Ibadan and Esie.

It was found that the annual festival of images 
at Osogbo is meant to honour, propitiate and petition 
Sonponna"} the Yoruba god of small-pox and other
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pestilences; and that Yoruba festivals involving many 
images are mostly festivals of river deities at which 
the symbolic images of the respective deities, priests, 
priestesses or worshippers play a very prominent role.

The festivals also seem to have some historical 
implication. They are in one way or the other connected 
with Old Oyo. The inhabitants of the present site of 
Esie migrated to the town from Old Oyo in the eighteenth 
century. Available evidence shows the images at Esie 
as the oldest, dated to the eleventh century A.D. 
However, there is no proof that the festival has exis­
ted uninterrupted since that time. The most recent 
instances are therefore not ascertained as continua­
tions of the practices in Esie. They are probably in­
stances of revivalism.
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CHAPTER 1

OSOGBO: GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATION, HISTORY,
SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND RELIGIOUS BACKGROUND

Location
Osogbo, the capital of 9?un State of Nigeria, is 

situated on longitude 4°50' East of Greenwich and Latitude 
7°75' North of the Equator. It was built up in a low-lying 
range of hills where the great grass plains of the northern 
savannah meet the forest region of the southern rain forest 
belt - some thirty-five kilometres north-north-west of 
Ile-Ife, where the Yoruba are believed to have first esta­
blished their cultural and political centre.

The core of the present site of the town is 
about two kilometres from the banks of river Osun 
which had been the main source of water supply to 
the community. It is also to the river that the 
foundation of the town is closely knit and it was 
from its name that Osun State derived its name.
The palace of the paramount ruler - Osogbo's politi­
cal and spiritual core - is centrally located in the 
native area of the town. Nearby in the King's
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Market (Oja-Qba) is the Osun Temple which enshrines # 1

♦the images representing the traditional and protec-
2tive deities of Osogbo.

There is an overwhelming dominance of tradi­
tional Yoruba compounds in the native quarter which 
forms the core of the whole town. There are however 
a few modern multiple storey houses built on family 
lands - punctuating the long row of enclosed com­
pounds. On the outskirts of the native quarters 
are areas composed almost entirely of modern residen­
tial houses* business houses such as banks* public 
churches* mosques* schools and hospitals. Still on 
the outer part of this area are factories, State 
administrative buildings* State High Court of Justice 
and the Police post. There is a government reserva­
tion area (G.R.A.) consisting residential houses 
mostly for some top civil servants. In another area* 
far from the centre of town, is a Sabo quarter in­
habited solely by Hausa traders. Generally* most 
of the houses on the outskirts are owned by the non­
natives of Osogbo.

1
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3
Foundation and historical development

The natives of Osogbo originally belonged to 
the Ijesa sub-group of the Yoruba. Osogbo tradition 
indicates how Larc>, the first traditional ruler of 
Osogbo, and a small band of his followers left Ibo- 
kun, the original home of all the Ijesas (only twenty 
kilometres from the present site of Osogbo) over a 
chieftaincy dispute* They first settled at Ipole, 
but had to move because of a severe drought.
Wandering through the forest in search of water,
Laro and his people found river Osun and decided toi i
settle at its bank.

According to the account, they set up a fire 
at the foot of a tree to keep warm from the cold 
river breeze when one day the tree gave way and fell 
on the river thus breaking the dye pots of the god­
dess of the river, Osun. The goddess immediately 
jumped out to shout* "Spirits of the forest, spirits 
of the forest, they have broken all my dye pots"■7
(Oso iqbo o, oso iqbo o« qboqbo ikoko aro mi nl won* ' M i *
ti fo tan). The contraction of Oso Iqbo in the 
statement is what has now become Osogbo - the name 
of the town* The town developed after a pact had
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been made with the goddess by Laro that the bank 
was sacred to her and that he, Laro, must not settle 
near but further a/ay on the hill. Laro and his 
people should also respect the sacred grove and the 
goddess, in turn, would help them multiply and pro­
tect them from hostile invasion.

Laro thereupon promised to worship annually at 
the river-bank and moved up-hill to build his palace 
at the present site of the kings market. Laro’s pala­
ce still exists (Plate 1) but has ceased to be used 
as a palace. It is now being used as, and called^
Osun Temple ("Ile-Osun") and it houses all the sacred 
images that are involved in the annual festival of 
images, which is the subject of this research. The 
venue of the pact at the Osun river bank (where Laro 
first intended to build his palac^) became the ©sun 
river shrine, and it is still the site of the annual 
ritual in the worship of the goddess.

Closely connected with this foundation story is 
the origin of the word "Ataoja" - the traditional 
title of the paramount chief of Osogbo. The title 
is a contraction of A te owo gba eja ("He who stret-i i i  •
ches out his hands to receive fish"). The title is

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



5
a reminder of the first great favour which Osun

■f *

bestowed on Laro when she cured him and his wife 
of sterility, giving him one of her own children, 
a fish, in adoption.* The Ataoja carried it home 
on her instruction, and gave it to his wife to care 
for, ritually as well as physically. The royal 
palace was soon swarming with children. The first 
child that Lar^s wife had (named Orbk£) was said 
to be born with a small live fish in his hand.
The fish was taken as the emissary from the goddess<> 

My informant told me further that during the 
offerings that take place at the river shrine at 
the climax of the annual Osun festival, the Ataoja

/ Cmust move to the river-pool altar (ojubo). After 
a ritual feeding of the fishes around that spot, 
the Ataoja would stretch his hands into the river 
and lift out a live fish - as a re-enactment of the 
first experience* He lets the fish go. Then, a 
big fish, believed to be the legendary Osun’s emi­
ssary would emerge and spit a large volume of water 
into a bowl held in anticipation by the Ataoja. The 
spit water was, and is still, believed to be effi-
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cacious in making barren women bear children***
Today, this belief lingers on as the fish is said 
to still spit water at the appropriate time of the 
annual Osun festival*> i

The foregoing tradition of the founder of Osogbo 
and the title of the paramount ruler cannot be re­
conciled with Johnson's account that the town was a 
military outpost of the Owa of Ilesa, intended to 
guard the frontier against the warlike Tlmi of Ede, 
one of the generals of the Alaafin of Oyo* However, 
the suggestion by Johnson and some other historians 
that Osogbo was founded in the 17th century during 
the reign of Kori as the Alaafin of 9Y?i the ancient

gpolitical capital of Yorubaland, was probable.
The present Ataoja, 9ba lyiola Matanmi III, is the 
sixteenth on the king list of the town which seems 
to confirm that the town is hardly more than three 
hundred years old*

Osogbo has a reputation in Yorubaland as a town 
of peace* The town has never been known to play a 
leading part in wars and has been extremely fortu­
nate to escape being captured by enemies during the 
Yoruba and Fulani protracted wars of the 19th century*
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Indeed, up to the days of Fulani wars, the history 
of Osogbo was remarkably unadventurous. It was the 
Fulani wars in the 19th century that brought it into 
key position in Yoruba history.

The Fulani had been in Hausaland before the 
19th century. In 1804 they, under the leadership of
Usman dan Fodio, declared a "jihad" or holy war in> ;
the town of Gobir in the north-west corner of Nigeria. 
The Hausa states fell to them one after the other, 
Usman dan Fodio died in 1817, but local Fulani warri­
ors extended the "jihad" to Ilorin,where they esta­
blished their strong base. In 1834 the Fulani had 
succeeded in destroying the ancient capital of old 
Qyo (pyo lie) and other important towns including 
Ikoyi, Offa and Erin-Ile, and they tried to press 
south through Osogbo in an attempt to conquer and 
Islamise the entire Yoruba country. To stop the ad­
vance of the Fulani^ the Ataoja of Osogbo sent to 
Ibadan for help. It was outside Osogbo town that 
the jihad finally came to an end with the Fulani

9decidedly beaten by the Ibadan army.
A number of factors contributed to the defeat 

of the Fulani outside Osogbo. First, Osogbo is on
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8
the fringe of the forest zone, where the Fulani
calvary cannot be effectively used. Secondly, the
strength of the Ibadan array was such that the Fulani

10probably never met before. There was also the 
British intervention which prevented a further out­
break of fighting and drew the boundaries between the 
warring factions in 1894. However, the people of 
Osogbo attributed much of the Yoruba victory over the 
Fulani to the intervention of the water deity of the 
town, Osun# This belief is discernible from one ofl i
the praise-songs (orfkl) of Osun usually rendered by
traditional balladeers which goes thus:

Osun Osogbo Oroki asala,
Qmi legbelugbu, ilu aabo,
0 bukun awon eniyan r<? lal§
Oru nlkan lasiko isinrai ati inayin 

f'awgn agbe.
Osun ki i j'eso eewg ti yo o 

je k'ogun o ko'luu Osogbo.
9 p un, egb^1ugbuomi;
06je k'ogun o ko'luii re.
Osun ki i je'fo odu
Igba $ni lo’ni’k'o wa yanrin I9 ;
Osun Olartikaide.
» » * -
/Osun Osogbo, Oroki a refuge,
Sparkling water, place of protection 

that blesses its people in the night 
Darkness, the only time for farmers 

to rest and strengthen their back­
bone.
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Osun never eats forbidden fruit 
’'which will enable the war to capture 
Osogbo

Osun, sparkling water, you never allowed 
war to capture your town*

9^un never eats odu leaves 
She sends two hundred slaves to watch 

the Latuca species;
Osun with the big brass rings7*

In this orxki, the fact that the town of Osogbo 
has never been devastated by war is attributed to the 
strict observance by the Osun goddess of certain taboos, 
and her cultivation of the magic herb Latuca species 
(vanrin) which made the people of Osogbo immune to 
the poisonous medicines and weapons of enemies*

The victory at Osogbo was a most important one 
and forms a turning point in Yoruba history* It 
saved the Yoruba country as such from total absorp­
tion by the Fulani as a tributary state. The entire 
character of Osogbo was particularly changed by the 
Fulani war* Because of the protection of the Ibadan 
army and the security credited to the Osun goddess, 
as well as the generosity of the Ataoja in accommoda­
ting the refugees, the town Osogbo became flooded by 
refugees from the war-to®n Yoruba settlements* The 
refugees were predominantly Oyo-dialect speaking 
Yoruba* Thus Osogbo is today regarded as an Oyo-
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Yoruba town* The inhabitants now speak the Oyo- 
Yoruba dialect rather than the Ijesa one and by 
the 1991 census, has a population of about 355,000 
people*11

The extension of railway, telephone and tele­
graph lines to O^ogbo from the port of Lagos in 
1905 marked the beginning of a widely ramifying 
change in the economic life of the community* Qso- 
gbo was many years the northern terminus of the rail­
way that now extends to Kano* It is also a nodal 
point for a system of local roads extending to 
surrounding towns* Consequently, Osun Divisional 
Headquarters was located at the town in I95l^and it

iquickly became the centre for European commercial
12houses and for wide-scale trading activities*

New avenues of occupation were opened* European 
firms and governmental agencies needed clerks, tea­
chers, buyers and labourers* Garages, motor-repair 
shops, and building contractors provided a variety 
of jobs to be filled* The increased availability of 
and desire for goods and tools encouraged the emer­
gence of traders* New craft occupations - carpentary, 
tailoring and brick-laying, for example - emerged to 
help supply the increased wants of the people.
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The expanded econom ic a c t i v i t i e s  o f  th e  town and i t s  com m ercial p o t e n t ia ls  have fu r t h e r  a t t r a c ­ted many m ig r a n ts , e s p e c ia l ly  from  th e su rro u n d in g Yoruba tow ns, to Qsogbo to  work as t r a d e r s , b a n k e rs , t e a c h e r s , la b o u r e r s , or in  o th e r  c a p a c it ie s #  The e s ta b lis h m e n t o f  a S t e e l  R o l l in g  M i l l ,  a M achine T o o ls  f a c t o r y  and l o t s  o f  sm a ll s c a le  in d u s t r ie s  in  th e town in  r e c e n t  y e a r s , co u p led  w ith  i t s  newly bestow ed s t a t u s  o f  the c a p i t a l  o f  th e n e w ly -cre a te d  Osun S t a t e  in  1991, has b o osted th e  p o l i t i c a l ,  in ­d u s t r i a l  and com m ercial p o s it io n  o f  the town#Qsogbo s o c i a l  systemThe Osogbo t r a d i t io n a l  s o c i a l  system  was based'upon a c e n t r a l  p o l i t i c a l  a u t h o r it y , p y r a m id a lly  o r g a n iz e d *  F in a l  a u t h o r it y  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  were v e ste d  in  th e  A t a o ja , th e param ount r u le r  o f  the town* S u b o rd in a te  to the param ount r u le r  were a number o f  ranked c h i e f s ,  some o f  whom c a r r ie d  sp e­c i f i c  m i l i t a r y ,  a d m in is t r a t iv e , r i t u a l  or r e l i g i o u s  d u t ie s *Bach member o f  the community -  c h ie f  and commo­n e r a l i k e  -  acknow ledge the f i n a l  j u r a l  and econom ic a u t h o r it y  o f  the paramount r u l e r ,  and owed him t o t a l
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12l o y a l t y ,  t a x e s , t r i b u t e , and m i l i t a r y  s u p p o r t .In  tu r n , th e paramount r u le r  was, exp ected  to  pro­t e c t  th e  community from e x te r n a l th r e a t  and was a ls o  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  i t s  s p i r i t u a l ,  econ o m ic, and p o l i t i c a l  w e l l - b e in g . He was in  a d d it io n  the supreme head o f  a l l  r e l i g i o u s  o r g a n iz a tio n s a n d  c u l t s ,  and sym bo lized  in  h is  person th e u n ity  and e x c lu s iv e n e s s  o f  O sogbo. The s t a b i l i t y  and s o l i -td a r i t y  o f  th e  community r e s id e d  in  the p o s it io n  o fth e paramount r u le r  as in  a l l  the paramount r u le r s  13i n  Y o ru b a la n d .C o lo n ia l  a d m in is tr a t io n  was f ir m ly  e s ta b lis h e d  in  th e community by 1905, ta k in g  o ver from the hands o f  th e  param ount r u le r  the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to main­t a in  s o c i a l  o rd e r and p ro v id e  a l t e r n a t i v e  ch a n n e ls  o f  a u t h o r it y  such as fo r m a liz e d  c o u r t s , w hich r e n - 14dered  t r a d i t io n a l  ch a n n e ls  somewhat le s s  e f f e c t i v e .  T h is  s i t u a t i o n  rem ained when the c o u n tr y , N ig e r ia , became in d ep en d en t in  1960, and has co n tin u e d  t i l l  to d a y . The c e n t r a l  governm ent does n o t , how ever, en cro a ch  upon th e  r i t u a l  and m y s t ic a l v a lu e s  a t t a ­ched to  c h i e f t a i n c y ,  and the A ta o ja  has rem ained th e  symbol o f  u n i t y . T h is  governm ent s ta n c e  has
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13h elp ed  to  p e rp e tu a te  the o b se rv a n ce  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  f e s t i v a l s  and r e l i g io u s  r i t u a l s  as w e ll as th e u se o f  th e  s a c re d  a r t  o b je c t s  th a t  accompany the r i t u a l s *The m ost im p o rta n t s in g l e  p r in c i p le  o f  o r g a ­n iz a t io n  in  t r a d i t io n a l  Osogbo i s  k in s h ip  -  a s y s ­tem o f  norms and v a lu e s  and common purposes w hich
15s t r e s s e s  c o r p o r a te  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and s o l i d a r i t y .The Osogbo k in s h ip  system  i s  based on segm entarylin e a g e s *  Schwafc and L ly o d  a p t ly  d e s c r ib e  th e mostim p o rta n t u n i t  o f  t h is  as th e  exogamous c o rp o r a tep a t r i l i n e a g e  ( id i'le 'j  d e fin e d  by r e fe r e n c e  to i t sre m o te s t acknow ledged m ale a n c e s to r  and em bracing

16a l l  the d e sce n d a n ts  o f  i t s  fo u n d e r .R e sid e n ce  in  th e n a t iv e  a re a  o f  Osogbo i s  p a t r i l o c a l  and each l in e a g e , o r se g m e n t,sh a re s  a common r e s id e n c e  o r compound. R e la t io n s h ip s  a re  co n ce iv e d  in  tergis o f  c o r p o r a te  l in e a g e  group r a t h e r  than in  terms o f  in d iv id u a l  i n t e r a c t i o n .  Some o f  th e  more w ealth y  may b u ild  s to r e y  houses o r bunga­low s and d e c o r a te  them in  a cco rd a n ce  w ith  w estern  f a s h io n s , b u t t h is  i s  done w ith in  th e l i m it s  o f  t h e ir  l in e a g e  compounds. They thus c o n tin u e  to  rem ain w ith in  th e j u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  t h e ir  l in e a g e s
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14p h y s i c a l ly  and o th e rw ise *  T h is  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  fa v o u r s  the p e r p e tu a tio n  o f  r e c ip r o c a l  and m utual s e r v ic e s *  th e  se n tim e n t and r i t u a l  bonds o f  k in s h ip  such a s  a n c e s to r  w o rsh ip , w hich fo c u s  on s o l i d a r i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y ,  s e c u r it y  and c o n t in u it y  o f  th e c o r p o r a te  l in e a g e *  I t  a ls o  e x p la in s ^ a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y ,  why th e  v a lu e s  a tta c h e d  to t r a d i t io n a l  f e s t i v a l s  and o th e r  a g e -lo n g  o b s e r v a t io n s  have rem ained te n a c io u sin  O so gb o .EconomyM ost o f  th e t r a d i t io n a l  Osogbo men a re  sub­s is t e n c e  fa r m e r s , l i v i n g  in  town compounds and fa rm in g  p e r ip h e r a l la n d s around i t *  Some make a d a i l y  jo u rn e y  to and from  the fa rm s, which may have h a b it a b le  sh acks i f  n o t s o l id  b u ild in g s *  O th e rs come home from t h e ir  a g r a r ia n  r e s id e n c e  o n ly  on o c c a ­s io n s  o f  c u l t u r a l  e v e n ts  th a t  con cern  t h e ir  fam i­l i e s *  B e sid e  fa rm e rs , Osogbo a ls o  has h u n te r s , s k i l l e d  a r t i s a n s ,  a r t i s t s  and e n t e r t a in e r s , n a t iv e  d o c to r s  and d i v i n e r s .  Women a r e  engaged in  c r a f t  o c c u p a tio n s  such as w eaving o r t ie - d y e in g , and o th e r s  a r e  p e t t y  tr a d e r s  hawking a g r i c u l t u r a l  pro­d u ce o r c r a f t  p ro d u cts through the m arket and town*
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J5I t  i s  w orthy o f  n o t e , how ever, th a t  th e new avenues o f  o c c u p a tio n  opened by the econom ic and s o c i a l  grow th in  Osogbo a re  in d ep en d en t o f  l in e a g e  a f f i l i a t i o n .  The in t r o d u c t io n  o f  fo rm al e d u ca tio n  -  i n i t i a l l y  by m is s io n a r ie s  (s e e  page 35 ) and even­t u a l l y  by governm ent -  has provid ed  l i t e r a c y  and new s k i l l s ,  th ereb y  f a c i l i t a t i n g  an approach to s i t u a ­t io n s  q u it e  d i f f e r e n t  from th o se  h e ld  in  th e t r a d i­t i o n a l  c u l t u r e .  Y e t , th e re  has n o t been m ajor c le a v ­a g e s between in d iv id u a ls  and t h e ir  l in e a g e s , or b e t­ween o ld  and new norms in  O sogb o . An o b vio u s rea so n  f o r  t h is  phenomenon i s  the r e l a t i v e  ab sen ce o f  rem ark a b le  g e o g r a p h ic a l m o b ilit y  in v o lv in g  a p h y s i­c a l  s e p a r a t io n  o f  kinsm en. A g r ic u lt u r e  i s  s t i l l  th e  b a se  o f  th e economy. There a re  r e l a t i v e l y  few p e o p le  who have l e f t  Osogbo to f in d  work in  o th e r  a r e a s . Many o f  th e p e o p le  who have a t t a in e d  v a rio u s  l e v e l s  o f  l i t e r a c y  e d u c a tio n  and have a cq u ire d  new s k i l l s  a re  engaged in  th e new jo b  o p p o r tu n it ie s  t h a t  abound in  the town, and many o f  them s t i l l  r e s id e  i n  t h e ir  fa m ily  compounds.The fo r e g o in g  e x p la in s  why t r a d i t io n a l  l i f e  c o n tin u e s  to  t h r iv e  in  Osogbo in  the m id st o f  ra p id
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<6modern developm ent* In d e e d , Qsogbo i s  j u s t  one o f  the few N ig e r ia n  towns where t r a d it io n  and p ro g re ss  a re  m arching s id e  by s i d e .  They may n o t be p e r f e c t ly  in  s te p  and p ro g re ss  seems to have the b e t t e r  sta m in a ; b u t each  i s  s t i l l  an e s s e n t ia l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  the town.R e lig io u s  backgroundIn  o rd er to  o b ta in  a thorough g ra sp  o f  theF e s t i v a l  o f  Im ages a t  Qsogbo and Yoruba t r a d i t io n a lf e s t i v a l s  in v o lv in g  sa cre d  im a g e s , i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  tomake ad eq u ate  r e fe r e n c e  to  the r e l i g i o n  o f  th e  p e o p leb e ca u se  r e l i g io u s  a c t i v i t i e s  o r w orship p la y  a v e ry17prom inent r o le  in  m ost o f  t h e ir  f e s t i v a l s .A p a rt from  b ein g  a c e n tr e  o f  r e fu g e  d u rin g  the n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  Yoruba w arfare^O sogbo has a ls o  been a m eeting p o in t  o f  fo r e ig n  and in d ig e n o u s r e l i ­g io n s  s in c e  th e f i r s t  d ecad e o f  the tw e n tie th  c e n tu r y . Three typ es o f  r e l i g io u s  f a i t h  -  in d ig e n o u s , C h r is ­t i a n i t y  and Is la m  -  e x i s t  c o m fo rta b ly  in  th e town.The in d ig e n o u s  r e l i g i o n  c e n tr e s  round th e b e l i e f  in  a Supreme God (Qlodum are) w orshipped and approached th rough many minor gods and go d d esses Co r I s a ) , eacho f  whom i s  b e lie v e d  to s u p e r v is e  s p e c i f i c  departm ents
* 18 l i k e  a g r i c u l t u r e ,  fa m ily  l i f e ,  and d is e a s e s .
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17B e fo re  1 9 0 0 ,o n ly  the in d ig e n o u s r e l i g i o ne x is t e d  in  O sogbo, fe a t u r in g  th e w orship o f  th eOsun r i v e r  goddess ( fo r  f e r t i l i t y  and p r o te c t io ng e n e r a lly )  and o th e r  m ajor Yoruba d e i t i e s ,  n am ely,O b a ta la  ( th e  s e n io r  O r ls a  and god o f  c r e a t io n ) ,O r ls a  Qko ( th e  god o f  a g r i c u l t u r e ) ,  Sango (th edynam ic god o f  l ig h t n in g  and th u n d e r ), Ogun ( th egod o f  i r o n ) ,  I f a  ( th e  Yoruba o r a c le  d i v i n i t y ) ,Sonponna(the god o f  s m a ll-p o x  and o th e r  p e s t i l e n c e s ) ,Egungun (M asqueraders a s s o c ia te d  w ith  a n c e s t o r s ) ,and Esu (m o stly  r e fe r r e d  to as the T r ic k s t e r  god
1.9b u t in  e sse n c e  i s  the m essenger to a l l  g o d s ) .The i n f l u x  o f  r e fu g e e s  in t o  Osogbo from the w ar-to rnYoruba towns, w ith  t h e ir  co n co m ita n t r e l i g i o u s  c u l t sand s h r in e s , fu r t h e r  enhanced the w orship o f  manyd e i t i e s  and c o u n tle s s  t r a d i t io n a l  o b se rv a n ce s andcustom s in  w hich sa cre d  im ages fe a tu r e d  p r o m in e n tly .O f th e two fo r e ig n  r e l i g io n s  -  C h r i s t i a n i t y  andI s la m , C h r is t ia n  m is s io n a r ie s  e s t a b lis h e d  th em selves

20f i r s t *  a r r iv in g  in  Osogbo in  1903. S h o r t ly  th e re ­a f t e r ,  M uslim  p r o s e ly t iz e r s  began e f f o r t s  a t  c o n v e r- s io n 0 The C h r is t ia n  m is s io n a r ie s  e s ta b lis h e d  s c h o o ls  im m e d ia te ly  they a r r iv e d  O sogbo, thus p r o v id in g  the
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town i t s  f i f s t  d i r e c t  c o n t a c t  w ith  w estern way o fl i f e .  But the somewhat " s t r i c t "  approach o f  them is s io n  made i t  lo s e  much o f  i t s  i n i t i a l  ground toI s la m . For in s t a n c e , the C h r is t ia n  m is s io n a r ie sdemanded t h a t  th e c o n v e r t be a b le  to read and w r iteso  t h a t  he co u ld  read th e  B ib le  b e fo r e  he co u ld  be 
21b a p t iz e d . They a ls o  ad vo cated  a change from the extended fa m ily  in t o  n u c le a r  fa m ily  -  e x p e c tin g  the c o n v e r t  to d iv o r c e  a l l  w ives b u t one -  w hich posed some o b s t a c le s  to easy  a c c e p ta n c e  and which when a d o p te d , knocked away th e props o f  th e t r a d i t io n a l  s o c i e t y .  Above a l l ,  th e  chu rch le a d e r s  in s is t e d  t h a t  th e dead be in te r r e d  in  c h u rc h -y a rd s  in s te a d  o f  in  t h e ir  houses as i t  is t r a d i t i o n a l l y  done -  thus d is c o u r a g in g  a n c e s to r  w orship and th e use o f  sa cre d  a n c e s to r  f i g u r e s .On th e o th e r  hand, i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  become a f f l i a t e d  to Muslim groups w ith o u t r e l in q u is h in g  c e r t a in  fundam ental t r a d i t io n a l  b e l i e f s  and p r a c t i ­c e s .  For in s t a n c e , p o lygyn y i s  a c c e p ta b le  to Is la m  i f  one cou ld  a f fo r d  i t .  The n a t iv e s  o f  O sogbo, as w e ll  as  o th e r  Yoruba p e o p le , had fo r  a lo ng tim e p r a c t is e d  p o lygyn o u s m a rria g e  b ecau se in  th e m ain,

18
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19a man re q u ir e d  many hands on h is  fa rm , a rea so n  why h is  w e a lth  bad alw ays been reckoned in  the num­b er o f  w ives and c h i ld r e n , r a th e r  than in  any o th e r  
22w ay. B e s id e s , the Muslim r e l i g i o n  does n o t d i c t a t e  the b u r ia l  p la c e s  fo r  th e d e c e a s e d . These p a r t i c u la r  d i f f e r e n c e s  between th e two fo r e ig n  r e l i ­g io n s  e x p la in  Schw ab's c o n c lu s io n  th a t  the m a jo r ityo f  the p e o p le  o f  Osogbo a r e  M uslim s — a t  l e a s t  nom i- 23n a l l y .  JB u t r e l i g i o u s  s y n c re tism  a p p a r e n tly  h o ld s swayi n  O so gb o . A lth o u gh  both C h r i s t i a n i t y  and Is la ma r e  g e n e r a lly  a g a in s t  th e use o f  sa cre d  im ages -  aprom inent p r a c t ic e  in  the r i t u a l s  o f  t r a d i t io n a lYoruba r e l i g i o n  -  th e re  has n o t been any f r i c t i o nw hatsoever among th e d i f f e r e n t  r e l i g io u s  s e c t s  inth e tow n. The f a c t  th a t  the C a t h o l ic  m is s io n , w hichnow form s a c o n s id e r a b le  s i z e  o f  th e C h r is t ia n s : inth e town, s t i l l  d is p la y s  sa cre d  im ages o f  i t s  S a in t sin  ch u rc h e si h o s p it a ls  and e d u c a t io n a l i n s t i t u t i o n s24s u g g e s ts  a p o s s ib le  so u rce  o f  the com prom ise.A ls o , a p a r t  from th e sa cre d  im ages i s s u e , the o th e r  a s p e c ts  o f  I s la m ic  f a i t h  (m entioned above) appear r e a l l y  c o n g e n ia l to Yoruba custom s and th e r e fo r e  e asy  to  l i v e  w it h . One ch o ru s a s u a l ly  rendered by
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2.0c u l t  groups as w e ll as la r g e  crowds o f  C h r is t ia n s  and M uslim s d u rin g  t r a d i t i o n a l  f e s t i v a l s  co n firm s th e r e l i g i o u s  s y n c re tis m  in  O so gb o . Here goes the so n g : Awa y 'b  s 'o r b  i l e  wa o )2 ce  Igbcigbo/Im ple ko p e , d o e  Igb agb o /Im o le  ko pe k'aw a ma s 'o r o ;Awa y 'b  s 'o r b  i l ^  wa o .CWe w i l l  v i t a l i z e  our c u lt u r e  h e r it a g e  C h r is t ia n it y / I s la m  i s  n o t a h in d ra n ce ;We w i l l  o b se rv e  our c u l t u r a l  h e r ita g e )#Thus* th e  p eo p le  o f  Osogbo b e l ie v e  th a t  the in d ig e n o u s  r e l i g i o n  compares fa v o u r a b ly  w ith  the fo r e ig n  ones and many o f  them would n o t fo re g o  th e form er t o t a l l y  fo r  th e l a t t e r *  They seem to t o le ­r a t e  any r e l i g i o n  r e g a r d le s s  o f  th e form -  b e l ie v i n g , m ost p r o b a b ly , t h a t  a l l  human b e in g s  w orship fo r  the same b a s ic  rea so n  w h ich , a c c o rd in g  to  A fo la b i  O jo , i s  “ to  e n a b le  man to cope w ith  the in tr a n s ig e n c e s
xo f  the n a t u r a l  environm ent and i t s  e f f e c t s  on human 25a c t i v i t i e s * "  D e s p ite  the spread o f  C h r is t ia n i t ytand Is la m  in  a lm o st a c e n tu r y  o f  m iss io n a ry  a c t i v i t y  i n  Osogbo -  w ith  s c o r e s  o f  ch u rch es and mosques a l l  o v e r th e p la c e  -  th e  m ost in t e r e s t in g  c u l t u r a l  l i f e  i s  s t i l l  p ro vid ed  by t r a d i t io n a l  cerem onies andcustoms#
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C o n tra ry  to B e ie r 's  o b s e r v a tio n  th a t  in d ig e ­nous r e l i g i o n s  have been r e t r e a t in g  a l l  over the A fr ic a n  c o n t in e n t , symptoms o f  w hich a re  s h r in k in gcommunity o f  w o rsh ip p e rs , c e s s a t io n  o f  many f e s t i -26v a ls  and r i t u a l s  and cru m b lin g  o f  many s h r in e s , t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o n  and f e s t i v a l s  as w e ll as  th e a r t  a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  them a re  s t i l l  v ery  much a l i v e  i n  Osogbo* The s h r in e s  o f  th e m ajor Yoruba d e i t i e s  s t i l l  e x i s t *  A p a rt from su ch p u b lic  o r is a  f e s t i -  v a ls  l i k e  9 ?un» San go , I f  a ,  E su , S<bnponac^Obatala and "E gu ngu n ", c a r r ie d  o u t  on b e h a lf  o f  the e n t ir et *tow n'w ith  th e  p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f  the A t a o ja , th e re  a re  in n u m erab le p r iv a t e  c e le b r a t io n s  by a l l  th e w o rsh i- p p ers in  t h e ir  own compounds and s h r in e s *  T h is  su s te n a n c e  i s  due la r g e ly  to th e r e l i g io u s  im petus o f  th e  p e o p le  o f  Osogbo as w e ll as the fe r v o u r  o f  Su ssan e  Wenger and her group o f  "New Sacred  A r t"  movement in  r e c o n s tr u c t in g  and d e c o r a tin g  the an­c i e n t  s h r in e s  in  the town (s e e  p a g e S o F  th e In tr o d u c ­to r y  p a r t  o f  t h is  e s s a y ) .I t  i s  p e r t in e n t  to n o te  th a t  Su ssane W enger's d e c is io n  to s e t t l e  in  Osogbo fo r  th e f i f t h  decade ru n n in g i s  n o t  unconnected w ith  th e f a c t  th a t  Osogbo
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22i s  th e  s i t e  fo r  p ro b a b ly  th e  m ost p o p u la r t r a d i ­t i o n a l  r e l i g io u s  f e s t i v a l  in  N ig e r ia  (The 9?un f e s t i ­v a l ) .  As her m is s io n  i s  to  im bibe th e  t r a d i t io n a l  Yoruba r e l i g i o n  and tra n s p o s e  i t  in t o  a r t i s t i c  la n g u a gein  o rd e r to  make the r e l i g i o n  a c c e s s ib le  to  a w ider27c i r c l e  o f  p e o p le , i t  i s  e a s ie r  fo r  h e r t o  work in  ac o n te x t  where a r t  and r e l i g i o n  a re  s t i l l  t i g h t l y  k n i t .She s a id  t h a t  th e r e l i g i o u s  im p etu s o f  th e p e o p le  o fOsogbo p ro v id ed  a co n d u civ e  environm ent f o r  h e r a r t i s t i c28and r e l i g i o u s  tem peram ent.The a r t i s t i c  p o p u la r ity  o f  OsogboOsogbo has become rem arkably p o p u la r a s  a c e n tr e  o f  a r t  and c u lt u r e  in  Y o ru b alan d  in  th e  l a s t  th re e  d e c a d e s . One o f  the f a c t o r s  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  t h is  popu­l a r i t y  was the M bari Mbayo w hich was e s t a b lis h e d  th e re  in  th e  1960s. I t  was a c lu b  meant to  promote both Yoruba th e a tr e  and v is u a l  a r t s .The o r ig i n a l  M bari c lu b  was founded in  Ibadan 29in  1961. A t the c lu b , w r it e r s  and p o e t s , a c t o r siand v is u a l  a r t i s t s  met and s t im u la te d  one an o th e r to  exp erim en t and c r i t i c i z e .  T h e r e , a r t i s t s  co u ld  e x h i b i t  and w r it e r s  co u ld  p u b lis h  t h e ir  works -  th e
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23c lu b  ran  a sm all p u b lis h in g  v e n tu r e , an a r t  g a l l e r y ,  and had an open c o u rty a r d  in  which p la y s  co u ld  be p e r­form ed.The c lu b  was extended to  Osogbo in  1962 a t  th ein s ta n c e  o f  L a te  Duro L a d ip o , th e  Osogbo composer andd r a m a tis t  whose fa m ily  compound was to  be used f o r  mosto f  the c l u b 's  a c t i v i t i e s .  I t s  o r ig in a l  name M b a r i, anIb o  word which means " c r e a t io n "  or the " a r t  o f  c r e a t io n "was Y orubanized to  M bari M bayo, which l i t e r a l l y  means" I f  I  s e e , I  s h a l l  be h a p p y ".In  th e  y e a rs  1962, 1963 and 1964, U l l i  B e ie ro rg a n iz e d  s e r ie s  o f  summer a r t  s c h o o ls  and workshops30a t th e  Osogbo c l u b . The aim was to  d is c o v e r  lo c a l  a r t i s t s ,  and t h is  i n i t i a t i v e  sparked o f f  new c r e a t iv e  a c t i v i t y  and new " s c h o o ls "  o f  p a in t in g . The p a r t i c i ­p a n ts  were encouraged to  work s p o n ta n e o u s ly , and U l l i  B e ie r  a ls o  drew t h e ir  work to  th e a t t e n t io n  o f  th e  o u t­s id e  world p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  h is  f i l m ,  New Im ages in  a31Changing A fr ic a n  S o c ie t y .  From t h is  e x p e rim e n t, a number o f  a r t i s t s  were d is c o v e r e d . Prom inent among them a re  Taiwo O la n iy i  (Twin S e v e n -S e v e n ) , M uraina O yelam i and Jim oh Buraim oh. T oday, Twin S e v e n -S e v e n 's
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*

A r t S tu d io  ( Keke Elem u) and g a l l e r y  have a fa m ily  o f
*  i  4 *a r t i s t s  in  Osogbo w h ile  Jim oh Buraimoh ru n s a p r iv a t e  A fr ic a n  H e r ita g e  A r t  G a l l e r y , which d is p la y s  m osaic m ural and b e a d -p a in t in g s , th e l a t t e r  a u nique contempo­r a r y  A fr ic a n  a r t  s t y l e .U l l i  B e ie r  a ls o  s t a r te d  a c o l l e c t i o n  o f  im ages and a r t i f a c t s  enough to  b u ild  a museum. He e v e n tu a lly  founded the Osogbo museum w h ich , though handed t o  th e  I n s t i t u t e  o f  A fr ic a n  S t u d ie s , U n iv e r s it y  o f  I f e  (now Obafem i Awolowo U n iv e r s ity )  on h is  d e p a rtu re  from N ig e r ia , was lo c a te d  in  Osogbo a t  h is  r e q u e s t . The museum i s  s t i l l  w e ll-m a in t a in e d . In  th e  p erfo rm in g a r t s ,  l a t e  Duro L ad ip o  and L a te  K o la  Ogunmola brou gh t the town to  l im e l ig h t  and t h e a t r e  in  th e  town i s  s t i l l  s u s ta in e d  by O yin  A d e jg b i and Yemi E leb u b o n .A p art from th e  fo r e g o in g , Osogbo has become one o f  th e  s i t e s  f o r  th e r e s t o r a t io n  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  Yoruba b e l i e f s .  A t p r e s e n t , Osogbo i s  perhaps th e  o n ly  town in  Yorubaland where a n c ie n t  s h r in e s  and monuments a re  not c o l la p s in g  and d e c a y in g , b u t b ein g  r e b u i l t  and not as s la v is h  im it a t io n  o f  th e  p a s t .  They a re  r e c r e a te d  and adorned by Susanne Wenger and her group o f  "New

24
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25Sacred  A r t "  movement.Susanne W enger, an A u s tr ia n  a r t i s t ,  has been r e s id e n t  in  Osogbo fo r  th e p a s t  f o r t y  y e a r s , t r y in g  to  u nd erstand and l i v e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Yoruba r e l i g io u s  and p h ilo s o p h ic a l  l i f e  through h e r new a r t - fo r m . A cco rd in g  to  h e r , the "New S a cre d  A r t  o f  Osogbo i s  modern a r t  in  th e  r i t u a l  s e r v ic e  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  Yoruba r e l i g i o n  -  C r i s a . " ^  The "New Sacred  A r t"  in  i t s  seem in gly  o r g a n ic  form on th e  s i t e s  o f th e o ld  s h r in e s , d e p ic t in g  the a r t i s t s '  c o n c e p tio n  o f  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  e a ch  o f  the Yoruba d e i t i e s  has turned Osogbo in t o  a t r o p ic a l  D is n e y la n d . The a r t i s t s  o f th e  "New Sacred  A r t " ,  a p a rt from Susanne W enger, in c lu d e  c a r v e r s , b r ic k la y e r s ,  c a r ­p e n t e r s , b la c k is n ith s  and lo c a l  p r i e s t s ,  a l l  in s p ir e d  by a r e l i g i o n  and a way o f  l i f e  t h a t  i s  b e lie v e d  by many to  be dead o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  d e c a d e n t .I t  i s  im p o rtan t to  n ote however t h a t  p r io r  to  th e  in c e p t io n  o f  M barl Mbayo and th e  "New S a cre d  A r t " ,  Osogbo had been w ell-know n f o r  t r a d i t io n a l  t ie - d y e  Ca d jr e ) t e x t i l e  p r o d u c tio n . Osogbo i s  s t i l l  f u l l  o f  a r t i s t s  and cra ftsm e n  who c a r r y  on t h is  t r a d i t io n a l  in d u s tr y  though in  a m odernized fo rm . B e s id e s , th e
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26p a la c e  o f  the A t a o ja , the t r a d i t io n a l  r u le r  o f O sogb o , h as been a t r a d i t i o n a l  r e p o s ito r y  o f  a g e le s s  works o f  a r t ,  m a in ly  s c u lp t u r a l  im a g e s , k e p t in  s h r in e s  where th e y  s t i l l  f u l f i l  t h e ir  t r a d i t io n a l  f u n c t io n .I t  i s  th e  l i v e l y  e x is t e n c e  o f d i f f e r e n t  a r t i s t i c  form s and c u l t u r a l  a c t i v i t i e s  th a t  has made Osogbo the Byzantium  o f Yoruba a r t  -  th e  p o e t 's  im agin ary  world o f  a r t  and a r t i s t s ;  an e t e r n a l  w orld immuned to  c u l t u r a l  decay through a r t ;  a b iz a r r e  w orld where a n c ie n t and contem porary a r t  form s c o - e x i s t .  T h is  view  o f  Osogboi s  e v id en ced  in  a f i lm  about th e  a r t s  and Osun f e s t i v a l33o f  Osogbo by U l l i  B e ie r  and Frank Sp eed .L it e r a t u r e  ReviewThe p o p u la r ity  o f  Osogbo a s  a c e n tr e  o f  a r t  and c u lt u r e  has a t t r a c t e d  th e a t t e n t io n  o f  s c h o la r s  esp e­c i a l l y  w ith in  th e  p a s t  fo u r  d e c a d e s .B e ie r  a v e rs  th a t  Osogbo c o u ld  b o a st o f  m a g n if ic ie n t  a r t  tr e a s u r e s  bu t t h a t  most o f  them hadbeen bought and taken away by a number o f  u n scru p u lo u s34Europeans and A m e rica n s. He adds th a t  th e  m ost im por­t a n t  s h rin e  in  th e  town houses o v e r t h i r t y  c a r v in g s  named a f t e r  d i f f e r e n t  o r Is a  and th a t  fo u r  o f  th e se  were
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27s t o le n  by th ie v e s  and p ro b a b ly  smuggled o u t o f  the35 36c o u n tr y  and so ld *  H e, as w e ll a s  Schwab, d is c u s s e sth e  h i s t o r i c a l  backgrou n d, geograp hy and t r a d it io n a l37s o c i a l ,  economic and r e l i g i o u s  system  in  O sogb o . E ls e w h e re , B e ie r  bemoans th e d eath  o f  t r a d it io n a l  A f r i ­can a r t  and d is c u s s e s  how th e  m eetin g  o f  European and A fr ic a n  a r t i s t s  had sparked o f f  new c r e a t iv e  a c t i v i t y .  He h i g h l i g h t s  th e  e s ta b lis h m e n t o f  M bari Mbayo c lu b  a t  Osogbo and hew th e contem porary a r t i s t s  in  Osogbo were " d is c o v e r e d "  in  th re e  summer s c h o o ls  and a r t  w ork-opshops o rg a n iz e d  in  1992, 1993 and 1994.Roy Dean, in  h is  a r t i c l e ,  "Osogbo A r t  in  London", d is c u s s e s  the works o f  Yoruba a r t i s t s  from M bari Mbayo c lu b  a t  Osogbo w hich formed th e  m ain p a r t  o f  an e x h i­b i t i o n  o f  modern a r t  from A f r i c a  sta ge d  a t  th e  g a l le r y  o f  th e  I n s t i t u t e  o f  Contem porary A r t s  in  London from 17th M arch to  18th A p r i l ,  1967. He o b se rv e s th a t  con­tem porary a r t i s t s  from Osogbo have emerged from "th er i g i d  form s o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  c a r v in g  o f  I s la m ic  a b s t r a c t  39p a t t e r n " •Je a n  Kennedy w itn e sse d  a f e s t i v a l  o f  im ages a t  Osogbo and d e s c r ib e s  i t  in  an a r t i c l e  t i t l e d  " I  saw
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28and I  was Happy F e s t i v a l  a t  O so g b o ."  The f e s t i v a l  under r e fe r e n c e  i s  d i f f e r e n t  fro m , and h as no connec­t io n  w hatsoever w ith , th e  one t h a t  i s  th e  s u b je c t  o f  t h i s  s tu d y . The one she d e s c r ib e s  was made up to  mark th e  e s ta b lis h m e n t o f  M bari Mbayo c lu b  a t  Osogbo in  1962. For the f e s t i v a l  she d e s c r ib e s , carved  im ages from th e  Sango s h rin e  in  Ede were brou gh t to  Osogbo on lo a n  from the Tim i o f  Ede (th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  r u le r  o f  Ede) a town s it u a t e d  about tw elve  k ilo m e tr e s  south o f  O sogbo. L a te  Duro L a d ip o , the Osogbo d r a m a tis t  a t  the in s ta n c e  o f  whom M bari Mbayo was e s t a b lis h e d  in  the town, took ch a rg e  o f  the p r o c e s s io n , h e lp in g  to  p la c e  th e  im ageson the sh o u ld e rs  o f  tw e n ty -fo u r  te e n a g e  boys who c a r r ie d40them w ith aplom b.Tunde Om otunde's a r t i c l e ,  " A r t  L iv e s  in  O so gb o ", s p o t l ig h t s  what makes Osogbo p o p u la r as a c e n tr e  o f  Yoruba c u lt u r e  and contem porary (modern) a r t .  These in c lu d e  th e  annual Osun f e s t i v a l  which a t t r a c t s  p eo p le  from a l l  p a r ts  o f  the c o u n tr y , N ig e r ia , and o v e r s e a s ; th e  museum ( U l l i  B e ie r 's  c o l l e c t i o n s ) ;  Susanne W enger's "New S a cre d  A r t"  c o n s t r u c t io n s ; p r iv a t e  a r t  g a l l e r i e s  s e t  up by modern a r t i s t s  o r ig in a t in g  from th e summer
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29a r t  sch o o l o r g a n iz e d  by U l l i  B e ie r  a t  th e M bari Mbayoc lu b ; as w e ll as th e  m odernized t r a d i t i o n a l  t ie - d y ein d u s t r y . The au th o r say s n o th in g  ab out th e  annualf e s t i v a l  o f  im ages in  th e  town* However, he g iv e s  th eh i n t  t h a t  th e p a la c e  o f  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  r u le r  i s  a t r a -41d i t i o n a l  r e p o s ito r y  o f " a g e le s s  Osogbo im a g e s .”42 43 44Idow u, G le a s o n , and Wenger p ro v id e  a pro­found i n s ig h t  in t o  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o n  ( o r is a )  o f  th e  Y o ru b a . W enger, how ever, fo c u s e s  on how she h as adopted and a s s im ila t e d  i t  in  O sogbo. She b a re s her sad n ess and o u tra g e  a t  th e  way th e  c o lo n ia l  pow ers, th e  e s t a b lis h e d  C h r is t ia n  and muslim  o rth o d o xy  have r i d i c l e d  and d e s e c ra te d  t r a d i t i o n a l  Yoruba r e l i g i o n ,  show ing how th e  l a t t e r  sh a re s  the b a s ic  v a lu e s  which u n d e r lie  th e  p r in c ip a l  f a i t h s  o f  m ankind. She w r ite s  th e  o b se q u ie s  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  Yoruba a r t ,  s a y in g , " th ea n c ie n t  a r t  o f  th e  Yoruba i s  su b lim e beyond doubt b u t 45i t  i s  g o n e ,"  and d e s c r ib e s  her "New Sacred  A r t "  o f  Osogbo as one o f  th e  two d i s t i n c t  ro ad s t h a t  (modern) Osogbo a r t  has d evelo p ed  in t o  (The o th e r  form o f  modern a r t  i s  the one em anating from U l l i  B e ie r * s  M bari Mbayo summer sch o o l and w orksh op ).
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30In  another book, Susanne Wenger d e f in e s  h er"New S a cre d  A r t"  as a modern a r t  in  the r i t u a l  s e r v ic eo f  th e  t r a d it io n a l  r e l i g io n  and p h ilo so p h y  o f  th eo r i s a .  She d e s c r ib e s  the new o r is a  s h r in e s  in  O sogbo,u sin g  a h a n d -sk e tch  map o f  t h e ir  l o c a t i o n .  She a ls oe x p la in s  the p h ilo so p h y  beh ind  t h e ir  c o n s tr u c t io n  and
46g iv e s  p o r t r a it s  o f  the a r t i s t s  who produced them .47 48Ogunba and Ekpenyong a re  n o ta b le  among scho­l a r s  who have ob served  th a t  in  hunan s o c i e t i e s  th e  w orld over f e s t i v a l s  have t h e ir  g e n e s is  in  some h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t s . S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  Ogunba o b se rv e s  t h a t  Yoruba c e r e ­m onies e s p e c ia l l y  th e  f e s t i v a l s  a re  r ic h  a s  a so u rce  o f  Yoruba h i s t o r y .  T h is  o b s e r v a t io n  i s  i n s t r u c t iv e  be­cau se th e  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f th e  f e s t i v a l  o f  im ages i s  in  i t s e l f  a g ia n t  c u l t u r a l  e s ta b lis h m e n t w hich accommodates v i r t u a l l y  every  e x p e rie n ce  o f  th e community and co n se ­q u e n tly  y ie ld  some m a te r ia l on Yoruba a r t  h i s t o r y .A c c o r d in g ly , U l l i  B e ie r 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  p r o c e ­s s io n  o f  im ages th a t  accom pany's th e  annual w orship o fE r in le  in  I lo b u  t r a c e s  th e  o r ig in  o f  s i x  o f  th e  im ages

a o  50in v o lv e d  to  Ib a d a n . Thompson and Adepegba a ls o  have ob served  t h a t  some o f  the r i t u a l  o b je c t s  and one o f  th e  im ages in  the E r in le  s h r in e  in  I lo b u  o r ig in a t e d
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31from Egbado -  Yoruba a r e a . Be s i d e s ,  S te v e n s  w r ite se x t e n s iv e ly  on th e  annual f e s t i v a l  o f  the sto n e  im ages 52 53a t  E s i e .  He and Adepegba have su gg ested  some h i s ­t o r i c a l  l in k  between th e im ages and a n c ie n t  I f e  because o f t h e ir  o b s e r v a tio n  th a t  th e  f a c e  m arkings on the E s ie  im ages a re  v a r io u s  components o f  the s t r i a t i o n s  on I f e  a r t  adopted a lo n e  o r p a r t i a l l y  com bined.The Problem o f  StudyThe fo r e g o in g  review  u n d e rsco re s  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  a r t i s t i c  p o p u la r ity  o f  Osogbo i s  tr a c e a b le  to  th e  l i v e l y  e x is t e n c e  o f  both t r a d i t io n a l  and modern (contem porary) a r t  form s in  the town, b u t th e  a t t e n t io n  o f  th e  o u ts id e  world has been fo cu se d  m a in ly  on the l a t t e r .  T h is  i s  p ro b a b ly  becau se o f  th e assum ption  t h a t  t r a d i t io n a l  A fr ic a n  a r t  g e n e r a lly  i s  dead a lr e a d y  o r ,  a t  l e a s t  d e c a -5Aden t and d is a p p e a r in g .There i s  no g a in s a y in g  th e  f a c t  th a t  B e ie r 's  e x p e rim e n ta l a r t  workshops a t  th e  M bari Mbayo c lu b  and W enger's p e r s is t e n t  sen se o f  purpose w ith  h er "New Sacred  A r t "  movement have earn ed  Osogbo an endu­r in g  fo c u s  and p o p u la r ity  as a c e n tr e  o f  contem porary N ig e r ia n  a r t .  However, a v e ry  im p o rtan t and e x ta n t  a s p e c t  o f  th e a r t i s t i c  t r a d i t io n  o f  th e town -  th e
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32F e s t i v a l  o f  Im ages, has been c o n s p ic u o u s ly  n e g le c t e d .The o b je c t iv e  o f t h i s  stu d y i s  to  exam ine t h i s  annu al cerem ony.The F e s t iv a l  o f  Im a ge s, a on e-day e x p e r ie n c e , ta k e s  p la c e  once every y e a r . T h is  p e r io d , a l l  the c a r v in g s  k e p t in  the c e n t r a l  m arket s h r in e  a re  b ro u gh t o u t fo r  some r i t u a l s  and c a r r ie d  in  a p r o c e s s io n  round th e  town am idst v iv a c io u s  m u s ic , d a n ce , p r a y e rs  and p r a is e -s o n g s  o f  th e  p r o t e c t iv e  d e i t i e s  o f  th e  tow n.The F e s t iv a l  o f  Im ages i s  d i s t i n c t i v e  from o th e r  f e s t i v a l s  and c e r t a in l y  i t  i s  the n e x t c r o w d -p u lle r  to  Osun -  o f  a l l  t r a d it io n a l  f e s t i v a l s  o f  th e  tow n. How­e v e r , the o n ly  re c o rd  a v a i la b le  on th e  f e s t i v a l  i s  con­ta in e d  in  B e ie r  and S p e e d 's  f i l m ,  New Im ages in  a ch a n g in g  A fr ic a n  S o c ie t y .  In  i t ,  i t  i s  sum m arily lumped to g e th e r  w ith the o th e r  f e s t i v a l s  o f  the town and ap p ears t o  us t o  be p a r t  o f  Osun f e s t i v a l .  But a c t u a l l y  th ey  a re  n o t . In d e e d , th e f e s t i v a l s  a re  s e p a r a t e , and th e y  take p la c e  a t  d i f f e r e n t  tim e s o f  th e  y e a r . O th e r f e a ­tu r e s  o f  th e  f i lm  a re  Egungun m asquerade, th e  new expe­r im e n ta l a r t s  and the new r e l i g i o u s  o u tlo o k  o f  the tow n. M ost o f  th ese  a ls o  form p a r t  o f  d i s t i n c t i v e  f e s t i v a l s .
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33S i g n i f ic a n c e  o f  th e studyT h is  study fo c u s e s  on the F e s t i v a l  o f  Im agesin  Osogbo fo r  b e t t e r  u n d e rsta n d in g  o f  th e r e l i g i o nand a r t i s t i c  h e r it a g e  o f  th e  tow n.Osogbo i s  n o t the o n ly  Yoruba town where f e s t i v a lo f  im ages ta k e s  p l a c e . O f c o u r s e , th e Osogbo f e s t i v a lo f  im ages began as a f e s t i v a l  o f  the gods in  g e n e ra lb u t was e v e n tu a lly  a s s o c ia t e d , p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  to  th ew orship o f  Sonponna, the Yoruba god o f  p e s t i l e n c e .  A tH o b u , t o o , a p r o c e s s io n  o f  im ages ta k e s  p la c e  ev e ry55y ear when E r m le  i s  w orsh ip p ed . P a r r in d e r  g iv e s  the h in t  th a t  a ls o  a t  Ib a d a n , a p r o c e s s io n  o f  im ages used to  accompany th e  w orship o f  Y em oja . Then o f  more h i s ­t o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  th e re  i s  an annual f e s t i v a l  o fim ages fe a t u r in g  th e  w orship o f  the o v e r e ig h t  hundred57sto n e  im ages as community d e i t i e s  in  E s i e .T h e r e fo r e , the study i s  e n v isa g e d  as b e in g  c a p a b le  o f  in c r e a s in g  ou r u n d e rsta n d in g  o f  th e  r a t io n a le  fo r  such f e s t i v a l s  in  Y orubaland and co n se q u e n tly  th e  a r t s  t h a t  a re  a s s o c ia te d  w ith them . T h is  r e s e a rc h  w i l l  a ls o  in c r e a s e  our u n d erstan d in g  o f  the r e l i g i o u s  and s o c io ­econom ic fu n c t io n s  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  Yoruba a r t  and shed l i g h t  on the h is t o r y  o f some o f  i t s  a s s o c ia te d  p r a c t i c e s .
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34B e s id e s , i t  w i l l  h i g h l i g h t  th e  p e c u l i a r i t y  o f  O sogb o , as  a rem arkable c e n tr e  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  and contem porary a r t  in  Y o ru b a la n d .Scope o f  th e  StudyAs the a r t  o f  a p e o p le  i s  a lm o st in v a r ia b ly  i n t e ­g r a te d  w ith  a l l  the m ajor a s p e c ts  o f  e x is t e n c e  -  r e l i g i o n ,p h ilo s o p h y ; as w e ll as s o c i a l ,  econ o m ic, p o l i t i c a l  and58j u d i c i a l  p r a c t ic e s  and e v e n t s , t h i s  stu d y e x p lo r e s  th e  o r i g i n ,  purpose and developm ent o f  the f e s t i v a l  o f  im ages in  O so gb o .The stu d y a ls o  i d e n t i f i e s  and c l a s s i f i e s  th e  im ages in v o lv e d  in  the f e s t i v a l ;  d is c u s s e s  t h e ir  a g e , o r i g i n ,  form and s t y l e ;  and compares them w ith  th e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  and w orship o f  the d e i t i e s  in  o th e r  Yoruba towns -  to  throw l i g h t  on both Yoruba a r t  and r e l i g i o n .F u r th e r , as the f e s t i v a l  a t  Osogbo by i t s e l f  ca n n o t y i e ld  the f u l l  r e s u l t  o f h i s t o r i c a l  in v e s t ig a t io n  u n t i l  i t  i s  compared w ith  s im ila r  f e s t i v a l s  in  o th e r  p a r t s  o f  Y o ru b a la n d , a study o f  s im ila r  f e s t i v a l s  a t  I lo b u , Ib ad an  and E s ie  i s  u nd ertaken ; com parison i s  made and p o s s ib le  h i s t o r i c a l  l in k s  a re  e s t a b l is h e d .
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35H y p o th e sisAs i t  seems t h a t  th e  im ages se rv e  as c r o w d -p u lle r s  d u rin g  the f e s t i v a l ,  i t  i s  h y p o th e siz e d  t h a t  th e f e s t i ­v a l was o r i g i n a l l y  m o tiv a te d  by th e need to  p r o p it ia t e  the g o d s , a t t r a c t  members o f  th e  community and promote s o c i a l  i d e n t i t y ,  s o c i a l  co h e sio n  and c u l t u r a l  c o n t in u it y  -  in  a cco rd a n ce  w ith  G o t s h a lk 's  th e o ry  o f  the s o c ia l  fu n c t io n s  o f  works o f  a r t :What a re  c a l l e d  works o f  " p r im it iv e  a r t "  -  s t a t u a r y , m u s ic , dance -  have usu­a l l y  been c r e a te d  p r im a r ily  to  p r o p it ia t e  th e  gods o f  w ar, m a r r ia g e , e a r t h , sea  or to  whip up communal s p i r i t  f o r  a group a c t i v i t y  . . . .  T h is  i s  th e fu n c t io n  o f  s a t i s f y i n g  c e r t a in  s o - c a l le d  "m en tal" group n e e d s , e . g .  com m unication o f  f e e l i n g s  and e x p e r ie n c e s , th e  w eld in g  o f  th e  i n d i v i ­d u a ls  o f  a group in t o  a p u r p o s iv e ly  a c t i v e ,  u n i f ie d  s o c i e t y .59I t  i s  a ls o  h y p o te h s iz e d  t h a t  t h is  re se a rc h  w i l l ,in  th e  f i n a l  a n a l y s i s ,  b e l ie  th e  im p re ssio n  c r e a te d  bysome w r it e r s  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  a r t  o f  A f r i c a  g e n e r a lly  i sa lr e a d y  dead and t h a t  t h e ir  o r i g i n a l  m eaning i s  
60i r r e c o v e r a b le . I t  i s  reckoned t h a t  w ith o u t th e  need f o r  some a ssu ra n c e  o f  s u r v iv a l  and i t s  s o c ia l  im p lic a ­t i o n s ,  i t  would p ro b a b ly  not have been n e c e ssa ry  to  c r e a t e  an annu al o u t in g  f o r  the im ages and in v o lv e  th e  community in  a f i e s t a  f o r  th e  su p p osed ly  l i v i n g  s p i r i t s  t h a t  th ey
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36(th e  im ages) a re  taken to  r e p r e s e n t . In d e e d , th e  annual t r a d i t io n a l  f e s t i v a l  o f  images o r  p r o c e s s io n  o f  im ages accom panying th e  w orship o f  th e  gods in  many Yoruba towns and v i l l a g e s  a ff ir m  s u f f i c i e n t l y  th a t  many t r a d i t io n a l  c a r v in g s  rem ain in  such p l a c e s ,  where they s t i l l  f u l f i l  t h e ir  t r a d it io n a l  fu n c t io n s  -  even when t h e i r  number i s  n a t u r a l ly  d e c r e a s in g .M ethodologyAn e m p ir ic a l and i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  method wasadopted in  co n d u ctin g  t h i s  s tu d y . E m p ir ic a l approachr e l i e s  on p e r c e p tio n , e x p e rie n ce  and o b s e r v a t io n , th usi t  p r o v id e s  knowledge p ro v ab le  by both reaso n  and th e
61e v id e n c e  o f  the s e n s e s .G e n e r a lly , th e  study o f  A fr ic a n  s c u lp t u r e , which began in  the f i r s t  decade o f  t h i s  c e n tu r y  a d o p ts  th e  e m p ir ic a l ap p ro ach . The study i n i t i a l l y  fo llo w e d  one or the o th e r  o f  two by-w ays: th e  e t h n o lo g ic a l  o n e , w hich c o n s id e r s  a knowledge o f  the s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  b a se s  o f  a work o f  a r t  to  be e s s e n t ia l  to  i t s  under­s ta n d in g  and even fo r  i t s  a p p r e c ia t io n ; and th e  a e s th e ­t i c  o n e , which c o n s id e r s  th a t  such a know ledge may not

62be n e ce ssa ry  fo r  i t s  a p p r e c ia t io n .
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37How ever, th e two s c h o o ls  o f  th o u gh t have g r a d u a lly  approached each o th e r  b ecau se o f  th e r e a l i z a t i o n  th a t  form and c o n te n t a re  s c a r c e ly  s e p a r a b le  in  s o c i e t i e s ,  l i k e  th o se  in  A f r i c a ,  where the a r t i s t ' s  r o le  i s  not to  e x p re ss  h is  own p e r s o n a l it y  b u t r a th e r  to  se rv e  communal v a lu e s .A c c o r d in g ly , t h is  stu d y draws on a n th r o p o lo g ic a l and a r t  h i s t o r i c a l  w ays, e x p lo r in g  th e  p h ilo s o p h ic a l and c u l t u r a l  b a se s  o f  the f e s t i v a l  as w e ll a s  th e  fo rm a l m a n ife s t a t io n s  o f  the im ages in v o lv e d  in  th e  f e s t i v a l .ProcedureTwo b a s ic  p ro ced u res were a d o p te d : In te r v ie w s  and P a r t ic ip a n t  o b s e r v a t io n . B ut b e fo r e  embarking on th e n , the fo llo w in g  p r e lim in a r y  s te p s  were ta k e n :( i )  As much in fo r m a tio n  as p o s s ib le  were g ath ered  from b o o k s, jo u r n a ls  and a r c h iv a l  re co rd s  on O so gb o .( i i )  Osogbo was v i s i t e d  w ith  a l e t t e r  o f  in tr o d u c ­t io n  from the I n s t i t u t e  o f  A fr ic a n  S t u d ie s , U n iv e r s it y  o f  Ibadan to  the A t a o ja , th e t r a d i ­t io n a l  r u le r s  o f  Osogbo and community le a d e r  o f  th e  town, a sk in g  f o r  h is  ap p ro v al fo r  th e
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38r e s e a r c h . The ap p ro val was o b ta in e d .( i i i )  P e rso n a l c o n ta c t  was made w ith  th e  Osun S t a t e  Zonal C u lt u r a l  O f f i c e r  r e s id e n t  in  Osogbo and th e  Iy a  Osun (th e  c h i e f  p r ie s t e s s  o f Osun and h ig h e s t  p r i e s t l y  a u t h o r it y  o f  a l l  th e o r is a  w orship in  Osogbo) f o r  u p -to -d a t e  in fo r m a tio n  on th e  d a te  o f  the annual f e s t i v a l  o f  im a g e s .A f t e r  the p r e l im in a r ie s , c a r e f u l  in v e s t ig a t io n  was c a r r ie d  o u t u s in g  r e l i a b l e ,  know ledgeable and w i l l i n g  in fo rm a n ts  in  the community i d e n t i f i e d  through th e  h e lp  o f  th e  Osun S t a t e  C u lt u r a l  O f f i c e r  f o r  Osogbo zon e,M r. A d e tu n ji  A ra o y e . The s e r v ic e s  o f  a number o f  d i f f e ­r e n t  in fo r m a n ts , who occupy d iv e r s e  p o s it io n s  in  Osogbo com m unity, as w e ll as in  I lo b u , Ibadan and I l e - I f e  were a ls o  so u g h t -  ta k in g  c o g n iz a n ce  o f  the f a c t  t h a t  no one in fo rm a n t i s  a s u f f i c i e n t  so u rce  o f  in fo r m a tio n  about a g iv e n  s u b je c t .  The names o f  such in fo rm a n ts  and o th e r  d e t a i l s  ab out each o f  them a re  su p p lie d  a t  th e  a p p r o p r ia te  p la c e s  in  the t e x t .  In fo rm a tio n  from d i f f e r e n t  i n f o r ­m ants were c r o s s -c h e c k e d  f o r  com parison*Oba I y i o l a  Matanmi I I I ,  th e A ta o ja  o f  O sogbo, th e  c h i e f  p r i e s t ,  th e  c h i e f  p r ie s t e s s  and members
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39o f  th e  c e n t r a l  c u l t  o f  community r e l i g io u s  o b se r­v an ces o f  Osogbo were met and in te rv ie w e d  b e fo r e  and d u rin g  the f e s t i v a l ,  I  was shown th e im ages in  th e  s h r in e  on the eve o f  the f e s t i v a l .  Through in t e r v ie w , some fundam ental in fo r m a tio n  was g ath ered  from  th e c h i e f  p r ie s t e s s  and c u l t  members on th e  fo llo w in g s  ( a )  The Im agesu > O r ig in  and p r o d u c e r .U i J D ate o f  m a n u fa ctu re .( i i i ) M a t e r ia ls  used in  p rod u cin g them and t h e irs o u r c e s .( iv ) N atu re  and purpose o f  t h e ir fo rm s, e sp e -c i a l l y  t h e ir  d e c o r a t io n s .(b) The F e s t i v a l( i ) O r ig in  and p u rp o se .( i i )  P r e p a r a t io n s , e . g .  w ashing and p a in t in g  o fth e  im a g e s .( i i i )  R e la t io n s h ip  o f  th e  f e s t i v a l  to  o th e r  t r a d i­t i o n a l  f e s t i v a l s  o f  the town.( iv )  Membership o f  th e  c u l t  and t h e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  f u n c t io n s .P e rm issio n  to take n o te s  and photographs a s  w e ll as  use ta p e -r e c o r d e r s  where n e c e s s a r y  was so u g h t and
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40o b ta in e d  b e fo r e  and d u rin g  the in t e r v ie w s . P a r t ic ip a n t  O b se rv a tio nD uring the f e s t i v a l  o f  th e  im a g e s, my p a r t i c i ­p a n t o b s e r v a t io n  was aimed a t  p r o v id in g  answ ers to th e  fo l lo w in g :
1.  What i s  go in g  o n .2 .  The p a r t ic ip a n t s  ( t h e ir  r e s p e c t iv e  a g e , s e x  fun­c t i o n ,  p o s it io n  in  s o c i e t y ,  c u l t  and i s o l a t e s ) .3 .  The fre q u e n cy  and d u r a tio n  o f  th e s i t u a t i o n  b e in g  o b s e rv e d .4 . The meaning o f  th e a c t i v i t y  to  the p a r t ic ip a n t s  and th o se  who a re  n o t talcin g p a r t .3 . The e x te n t  to  w hich th e se  meanings a r e  s p e c i f i c  to th e f e s t i v a l ,  r e l a t i v e l y  c irc u m sc rib e d  o r b a s ic  to the w hole v a lu e  system  o f  the p a r t i ­c ip a n t s  o r th e community as a w h o le .
6 .  Whether th e  r e la t io n s h ip s  among the p a r t ic ip a n t s  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  s t a b le  or they go through r e g u la r  p h ases o r c y c l e s .7 . The e f f e c t  o f  the s e t t in g  (environm ent) on th e a c t i v i t i e s ,  p a r t ic ip a n t s  and r e l a t i o n s h i p s .S in c e  m ost o f  the p a r t ic ip a n t s  in  th e f e s t i v a l  were i l l i t e r a t e s  or s e m i - i l l i t e r a t e s  who o f t e n  lo o k
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41
on writing with suspicion, writing was minimized 
during the festival. Mental notes - key words or 
ideas to serve as reminders - were taken in the 
midst of activities but written out in details after 
the activities as in the case of the interviews.
The detailed note includes a description of what has 
been observed as well as inferences and ideas for analy­
sis. Photographs of the images and the participants 
were taken in the context of the festival to corroborate 
written records.

The data provided by myths, praise-songs and other 
symbolic utterances were also noted and analyzed, as 
they are of considerable value in establishing histori­
cal connections.

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



42

NOTES
1. King's Market (Oja Qba) is the major market in 

any Yoruba town ana is invariably just outside 
the palace.

2. There are two shrines dedicated to Osun River 
goadess in Osogbo. One is at the bank of the 
river ( "Uj ubo") the other is in the King's mar­
ket (Oj a-uba).

3. Oral traaition gathered from the present tradi­
tional ruler of Osogbo, Oba lyiola Matanmi III, 
through personal interview on 7th December, l990o

4. uike all the other Yoruba deities, Osun is believed 
to be capaole of giving chilaren, curing aiseases 
and fulfilling all wishes. see Ulli Beier, The 
Return of the gods? The Sacred Art of Susanne 
Wenger. (i-ondon: Cambridge University Press-),
1975, p. 36.

5. As in Note 3 above.
6. See S. Wenger, Tne sacred Groves of Osogbo.

(Worgl, Austria: Augustine Mereeder), 1990, pp.29-30.
7. Johnson, Tne History of the Yorubas (Lagos:

QMS Bookshop), 192l, pp 285-9 says that the Owa
of Ilesa, ioDtitating Alaafin of Oyo's earlier appoint­
ment of Timi of Ede to check the Ijesa plunderers who 
kidnapped their neighbours in Ibheir farms and molested caravans to and from Apomu, a frontier town where a 
large fair was periodically held for the exchange 
of goods with the Ijebus, posted an opposition king­
let to Osogbo named "rttawoja"*

8. S. Johnson (1921) Qp.cit., R. Smith, Kingdoms of 
the Yoruba (Norwich: Methuen &. Co. Ltd). 1976,
pp 60-61, and "A Little New light on the Collapse 
of the Alafinate of Yoruba" in Studies in Yoruba 
History and Culture. G. 0. Olusanya (ed) Ibadan:
Ibaaan University Press, 1983, p. 47.
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9. M. Crowder, Story of Nigeria (London: uongmans) 
1962, p. 106 gives 1840 as the date of the 
battle. See also J.F.A. Ajayi & R. Smith,
Yoruba Warfare in the 19th century. 2nd Edition, 
(ibaoan & Cambridge) 1971, p. 33jand T.G.Q. 
GbaOamosi, The Growth of Islam Among the Yoruba. 
1841-1908 (Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press) 1978, pp. 37-42.

10. S. Johnson (1921) Op.cit., p. 286 describes the 
unprecedented size of the army mounted by Basorun 
of Ibaoan against the Fulani at the Osogbo battle.

11. 1991 Population census figure of the Federal 
Republic of Nigeria (provisional).

12. See Appendix I for archival documents relating to 
the location of Osun Divisional Headquarters at 
Osogbo in 1951.

13. G.J.A. Qjo, Yoruba Palaces, A Study of Afin of 
Yorubaland (London: University of London Press 
Ltd) , 1966, pp 13-18.

14. W. B. Schwab, "Osogbo - An urban Community?" in 
M.H. Kuper (ed) Urbanization and Migration in 
West Africa (Berkeley: University of California 
Press), 1965, p. 101.

15. 0. Otite & W. Ogionwo, An Introduction to Socio­
logical studies (Ibaoan: Heinemann Educational 
Books (Nig.)utd., 1979, pp 91-106 give detailed 
description of Kinship system.

16. For a more detailed description of the Yoruba 
lineaye system, see P.C. Lloyd, "The Yoruba 
uineage System", Africa xxv, July 1955, pp 235- 
51; and W.B. Schwab (1965), Op.cit., p. 91.

17. G. Ekpenyong, "Festivals in Nigeria: A Biblio­
graphy" in Nigeria Magazine. No. 136, 1981,
p. 36 says this is typical of the Yoruba, the 
Ibibio'and the Nupe people.
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18. See E.B. Idowu, Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief 

(Londons Longmans) 1962, pp. 71-106, describes 
Orisa as ’’Ministers of Olodumare.”

19. The Osun Festival has been described in some 
detail by Ulli Beiers ’’The Osun Festival”
Nigeria Magazine. No. 53, 1957, pp 170-87.

20. Rev. Mr. Green of the Anglican mission was the 
first Christian missionary who settled in Osogbo 
in 1903. See U. Beier (1975) Op.cit., p. 19, 
and W.B. Schwab (1965) Op.cit., p. 97.

21. See U. Beier, ’’Osogbo: Portrait of a Yoruba 
town” in Nigeria Magazine 1960 - A Special 
Independence Issue (Lagos: Federal Ministry of 
Information), p. 153.

22. For further details of the factors influencing 
the spread and adoption of Christianity and Islam 
and for their effects on the lives of the people 
of Southern Nigeria, see E.D. Morel, Nigeria.
Its Peoples & Problems (London: Macmillan) 1912, 
pp 213-221.

23. W.B. Schwab (1965), Op.cit., p. 79.
24. Censuring the religion of the people of Abeokuta, 

Townsend says that there is no much difference 
between Catholicism and indigenous Yoruba reli­
gion because ”the Orisa are their images and 
crucifix.” See Rev. Townsend, Church Missionary 
(London: Gleaner) 1849, p. 18.

25. G.J. Afolabi Ojo, Yoruba Culture (University of 
Ife & University of London Press Ltd), 1966, 
pp. 158-9.

26. Ulli Beier (1975) Op.cit., p. 12.
S. Wenger, A life with the gods in their Yoruba 
homeland. (Worgl: Perlinger Verlag Ges), 1983, 
p. 19.

27.
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28. Sussane Wenger arrived in Nigeria in 1950. She 

stayed for a short time in Ibadan and Ede before 
she finally decided to settle at Osogbo. This 
information, contained in S. Wenger (1990) op.cit., 
p. 56, and U. Beier (1975) Op.cit., pp. 29 & 39, 
was confirmed when I interviewed her personally
at Osogbo on 8th December, 1990*

29. Critics "Mbari Mbayo", Nigeria Magazine.
No. 78, 1963, pp 223-228, recalled that the 
original Mbari club was founded in Ibadan by
a group of intellectuals, including the drama­
tist Wole Soyinka; the poets J.P. Clark and 
Christopher Okigbo; the Yoruba author D.O.
Fagunwa; South African writer Ezekiel Mphalele; 
the painters Demas Nwoko and Uche Okeke; and 
the poet and writer Ulli Beier.

30. Ulli Beier invited Dennis Williams (a West Indian 
painter & scholar) to run the Osogbo experimental 
schools in August, 1962 - August, 1963. Georgina 
Beier, Ulli Beier's wife, ran a permanent work­
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Figure 1 - Map showing the position of Osogbo and 
Yoruba-speaking States of South-western Nigeria.
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Figure 2 — CS0G30: Hand-skecch of street Map.
Wenger: 1990, p , 2 4 (modified)

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



51

CHAPTER 3L

THE FESTIVAL OF IMAGES AT OSOGBO
*

When rains stop and the heat waves of the dry 
season set in, usually in November, the date of the 
annual Festival of Images (Odun Ere) at Osogbo is

i 1
decided. This decision is taken by the Ataoja (the 
traditional ruler of the town) together with the 
Iya-Osun (the chief priestess of Osun and highest 
priestly authority of all orIsa worship in Osogbo) 
and the Awor6 (the chief priest of the central cult 
of community religious observances of Osogbo). 
Orunmila is consulted to ascertain the propitiousness 
of the date fixed.

Orunmila is one of the principal deities of the 
Yoruba people. He is the oracular deity of divina­
tion and urgury, the chief counsellor of the gods.
All Yoruba towns and villages attach the same impor­
tance to him. This deity is consulted on every 
important step to be taken in life that involves 
decisions as well as other issues such as how to 
prevent or cure diseases, and so on. One reason
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given for Orunmlla's intimate knowledge of matters 
affecting man's destiny is the Yoruba belief that he 
(Orunmlla) is present when man is created and his 
destiny sealed. Thus he can predict what is coming 
to pass or prescribe remedies against any eventua-

•A Mlity. Orunmlla's mind is read by learned priests
(babalawo) through the Ifa divination system - a
system operated with the help of a meta-algebraic
universe of equations that manifests itself in some
symbol-laden poems called odu. 9runmlla is also
referred to by some writers as Ifa, which can also

3stand for the oracular system.
The date fixed for the festival usually falls 

on the first or second Monday in December. Once the 
date is fixed, the information is conveyed to the

^  N. Xcommunity through the Aworo. In the past, the Awdrd 
would direct the town-crier to make the announcement^ 
but these days-the information is passed to the 
community and the public at large through various 
mass media like the radio, television and the dailies.

The images are ritually "bathed" and painted 
nine days before the festival day, and are re-arranged 
in the shrine. The "bathing" and painting are
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carried out in the inner court of the shrine housing 
the images by members of the central cult of commu­
nity religious observances. Only members of this 
cult also exclusively do the carrying of the images 
out of, and into, the shrine. Nobody else is allowed 
to handle the images at this stage.

The central cult of community religious obser­
vances is currently headed by Chief Madam Oyaweoye 
Asande, the Iya Osun (The chief priestess of Qsun and 
highest priestly authority of all orisa worship in 
Osogbo - Plate 3)• Membership of the cult include 
Chief Folorunsp Babalola (the Aworo - plate 4), Chief 
Madam Osunyoyin Ayoka (iworo) chief Madam Mopelola 
Abike (Iworo), Chief Arfyanyo Ajani Olagunju (Iworo) 
Chief Mrs* Omilani Egbedara (iworo), Chief Sangofunke 
Abike, Chief Osuntoogun Oyebamijl and Mr. Owolabi 
Aylnde. The terms Aworo and Iworo are membership 
titles of the cult. The titles are hierarchical: 
Iworo is lower than Aworo. while those of them with­
out any title are neophytes. The Atapja and tradi-•%

tional ruler of Osogbo plays a supervisory role on
the cult
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After the whole community has been informed 

about the date of the festival, members of the cult 
and many other adherents of traditional religion 
bring in extra good stuffs and new cloth is prepared. 
The food-stuffs brought in from the farm is supple­
mented with the ones obtained from the local markets. 
Every devotee dates his appointments from the coming 
festival - eight days; five days; the day after 
tomorrow; and then the vigil comes and the people 
greet each other, "Happy Festival of the Images"
(JB Jku odun Ere) •

The actual festival of the images at Osogbo lasts 
a whole day. The night vigil preceding it is obser­
ved at the premises of the Osun temple and house of 
Images (the central market shrine that houses the 
images) by members of the central cult of community 
religious observances, many other followers of tradi­
tional religion, as well as other interested persons. 
At dawn on the day of the festival, before people are 
astir, the Head cult-drummer uses his pressure-drum 
to sing the praise of Sonponna, the Yoruba god of 
pestilence. One of the praise-songs rendered goes
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thus:

Obaluaye, Obaluaye,
Iba Baba-agb^.
0<jiô  agbalagba Ife 
Omgkunrin wknkuku wankoko. 
Sonponna fi'dl apo so*lei 
Abi*ja war^, bi Oba fcoso. 
Ogbo'mo odd kigun s'ona ofun 
Oniwgwo adcT 
Oru'mg l'ogun ika d4nu.

Fi’le mi bunmi 
F'omo mi bunmi 
F’aya mi bunmi 
F'oko mi bunmi 
Fi baba mi bunmi 
F’iya mi bunmi^ 
Owo Baba-agba.

)
)
j Chorus
)
)
)

Obaluaye, Obaluaye,
Courtesy, elderly father*
Oodio, an aged person of Ife,
Strong and powerful young man.
Sonponna who nails down the sheath to 

the ground,
He who fights hastily lite Sango the god 
of thunder, the king of Koso.

He who uses pestle to push medicine down 
the throat.

He wBth multifarious charms kept in ado.
He who makes one to destroy poisonous medicine*

Spare my household )
Spare my children )
Spare my wife )
Spare my husband ) Chorus
Spare my father )
Spare my mother )
The honourable elderly 

man )
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The supporting drummers join in beating the chorus 
and the whole praise-song is repeated a couple of 
times. The head-drummer then sings the praise of 
the other major Yoruba deities, namely, Osun, Sango", 
Oya, Obatala, Orunmlla, Esu and Ogun.

As soon as the drummer finishes sounding the 
praise song of the last deity, the Aworb (the senior 
cult priest) and other agile members of the cult 
sing and dance about the town. They are accompanied 
only by their voices and drummers beating their drums. 
The only sound produced with the pressure-drums, which 
the team chants over and over again in a lilting rhy­
thm is the chorus given above. This aspect of the

i
festival is simply a harbinger of the major aspects, 
which come up later in the day.

Shortly after the harbinger group has returned 
to the shrine, the cult members proceed to the inner 
court- There is dead silence. A big ram is led in 
by two of the cult men and killed on the ground in 
front of the shrine altar. Some of the blood is 
collected in a basin and sprinkled on the images, 
while the rest is allowed to sink into the ground
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to propitiate the spirits of the earth (Irunmole).* I
A prayer session follows.

The men take the carcass of the slaughtered ram 
to a corner outside the shrine complex. A fire is 
made and the carcass is laid over to singe off the 
hair. This done, the oowel is opened up and the gut 
is removed. The remaining parts are separated and 
cut in pieces. They are all thoroughly washed in 
water and put in a large pot. Coindiments are added 
and the pot is placed over the fire and left to simmer.

Wearby, the women are boiling water in large
pots to make stable food items, namely, yam-flour
meal (amala), cassava-flour meal (eba), bean-cake(
(akara) and steamed blended beans with coindiments 
(moinmoin) Basket-fulls of corn meal wrapped in lea­
ves (eko) have been prepared on the eve of the festi­
val and kept in the shrine pantry.

Preparation of food does not end until around 
noon. But whilst this is going on, the images are 
brought out of the shrine and arranged along the 
verandah outside the shrine complex (Plates 2a & b) 
where they remain-in-state till late in the afternoon
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when the procession begins. A number of rituals 
featuring praise-singing, drumming and dancing, sacri­
fice and feasting take place at regular intervals 
throughout the time the images are in state.
First phase of the rituals

Once the arrangement of the images is completed, 
the food items that are ready are brought out and 
laid before the images. These include lumps of eko, 
bean-cake (akar&), yam porridge, cooked beans and 
vegetables, * aadun~ (corn powder mixed with palm-oil, 
pepper and salt), ripe bananas, salt and honey. A 
basin containing kolanuts is also brought and put in 
front of the images. There is continuous drumming as 
the stage is being set. People start trickling in 
(Plate 5). Some come with various kinds of presents 
for the deities while others, just passers-by who are 
obviously attracted by the images and the drumming, 
call to look at the images and watch what is to happen 
next.

The stage having been set, the Iya Osun moves 
to the row of images and sits in front of the one close 
to the middle - the Osun goddess symbol, before which
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the basin containing kolanuts is. The followers, 
that is, the senior priest (Aworo), the junior 
priests and priestesses (I word) and the neophytes, 
seat themselves in front of some of the other images* 
The non-cult members present either sit on benches 
or stand in the vast open ground in front of the 
• stage.'

Now, all is silent. The Iya Osun presents the 
sacrifice of food before the images and addresses them 
in a soft voice (Plate 6). She offers the thanks of 
the people of Osogbo to the gods for their protection 
over the people throughout the outgoing year. She ex­
plains that the people have brought many gifts for 
them and prays for the guidance and protection of 
the deities in the nascent dry season. She specifi­
cally requests Osun and other deities to intercede 
with Obaluaye (originally known as Sonponna) for the 
people of Osogbo - to spare them and their children 
of the attack of small-pox and other virulent pesti­
lence. These deadly diseases are believed to be mani­
festations of CJbaluaye's anger and occur mostly in the 
dry season. She also prays for long life and pros­
perity for her people. Finally, she asks the deities
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to accept the sacrifice the people have brought for 
them, swaying her hands across the things laid before 
the images.

The Chief Priestess (Iya Osun) then takes up a 
guatre lobate kolanut (obi ab&t^ or obi-qidi)from 
the basin, breaks it open and casts the four cotyle­
dons at once on the matted floor. It is significant 
to note that each of the kolanuts in the basin is 
four-valved. This species of kolanut is a traditionally 
important symbol used for divination. By contrast, 
the recently introduced variety, sterculia nitida 
(qooro or qbania) is of no ritual significance.^

The throwing of kolanuts is probably the simplest 
Yoruba divination system. It apparently requires no 
great learning - unlike the Ifa oracle which can be 
carried out only by professional diviners. Through 
the kolanut divination the relationship with the deity 
is tested and adjustments are constantly made. The 
purpose of casting kolanuts at this stage of the 
festival, therefore, is to see whether the offerings 
are acceptable or not and whether the images, symbo­
lizing the deities, are satisfied with the general 
well-being of the town; if the women who want children
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will have them; if the sick will recover; and, more 
specifically, if the children as well as adults in 
the town will be spared the wrath of pbaluaye this 
dry season. The response of the images to the pries­
tess' supplication is divined in the following way:

If Sill the cotyledons turn down this is greeted 
with the statement "security is guaranteed" (0 p'ota* 
ku). If all are up, the divination is greeted with 
the words "health and peace" (al4af{a)t that is, 
the deities are pleased. If three of the segments 
lie with the inner sides down, and one faces upwards, 
this appearance is greeted with the word koyan. an 
expression signifying dismay and disappointment and 
general anxiety because it denotes that the deities 
are so far not pleased with the ritual. In this res­
pect, it is the job of the priestess, through further 
guestions and casting of the kola, to find out why 
they are displeased and what more they desire.

If three of the cotyledons turn up and one 
down, it is termed "manner" (iwa), meaning that the 
previous conduct of the sacrifice has been acceptable, 
but something more is desired. If two valves turn 
down and two up, this is the best possible answer,
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and general rejoicing occurs. This combination 
is greeted with the words _o van, literally meaning 
all things are in a state of equilibrium* the sacri-

gfice is acceptable and the requests will be granted.
As the chief priestess (Iya 9?un) bends down 

to inspect the fall of the kola, the faces of the on­
lookers are apparently tense with anxiety. Two of the 
valves turn up and the other two down. As she turns 
to the onlookers and announces o van! the tense faces 
break into smiles and cries of ero (soother). The 
kolanuts in the basin are then broken into smaller 
pieces and passed round all persons present to eat.
The shared pieces, though small, are taken with great 
relish. Drumming is resumed instantly and the Iya- 
Osun dances (Plate 7). The Priests and priestesses 
(Plate 8) and other cult members (Plate 9) get up from 
their seat in front of the images to the open ground 
also to dance.

More and more people, some in what appear to be 
their best clothes, arrive at the venue either with 
offerings or to look at the images. Some of the new 
arrivals, as well as other non-cult members who have 
already been there (Plate 10) join the dancing cult
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members in dancing, singing:
/  / / /Onaluaye, Obaluaye,

F*omo mi ounmi.
F'gko mi bunmi.
F'aya mi bunmi.
Fi*ya mi bOnmi.
Fi baba mi bunmi.
Fi' Idf mi bunmi
Obaluaye, Obaluaye,
Spare my children.
Spare my husband.
Spare my wife.
Spare my mother.
Spare my father.
Spare my household

After this dancing session comes the first part 
of the feast of the festival. The Iya-Osun now places 
a handful of each of the various foods in the big basket 
and bowl in a plate and puts it at the feet of the 
image symbolizing Obaluaye (Sonponna). She also repeats 
this at the feet of the symbols of Osun and Obatala^ 
and at short distances along the line in front of the 
other images in a way that suggests that the food- 
content of each of the plates are to be shared by two 
or three images. Each plate of food is accompanied 
by a basin of water so the. images can have a drink 
after eating. The food items remaining in the basket 
and bowl are passed round all the people present. Thus
the images and the people all symbolically partake

»
of the same food at the same time.
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Having finished this, all the participants and 
onlookers wait patiently chatting to themselves while 
some walk from time to time up to the altar to gaze 
silently at the images.
Second phase of the rituals

The period between the first-meal and midday is 
continually punctuated by the head-drummer ushering 
in important visitors to the festival with the beats 
of his pressure-drum. Also with the drum he sounds 
the praise-songs (orikl) of the deities one after the 
other. As he does this, votaries of various tradi­
tional Yoruba deities such as Obatala, Oya, 9s u n » w ^ °  

are present, get forward to pay their respect. They 
look at the symbolic image of their god/goddess, pass 
in front of it reverently, then sing and dance.

Soon after midday, the ram-stew is ready. It is 
poured into a dowI and carried to the middle of the 
altar where the images are arranged as if in state. 
Also brought to the altar are baskets containing 
wrapped yam-flour meal (Smala) and cassava meal(eba) 
and a bowl of cooked vegetables.

The chief priestess (Iya~9sun) puts some of the 
choicest pieces of meat in a plate and places it
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together with some lumps of amala and eba. as well asr
some of the cooked vegetables, at the feet of the 
image symbolizing Osun - which is placed in the 
middle of the row of images. A basin of water is also 
put on the altar - presumably for the images to drink 
after their meal. More kolanuts are cast - presumably 
to determine that the images are pleased and that the 
people may join them in pertaking of the sacrifice.
There are indications that all is well; the chief pries­
tess smiled and started dancing even before drumming 
is resumed. The remaining food, stew, meat and vege­
tables are passed round the participants to share.

The period between this second part of the feast 
and the cooling hours of later afternoon is filled with 
praise-songs (orikl) of the deities, especially Obalu- 
aye, and dancing. The praise-chanting is carried out 
by some old women cult members who urge each other on 
and who remind each other of more and more of the 
traditional praises to the deities. The drummers 
likewise recite the praises with their drum-beats 
as they supply the rhythm for the dance.
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Procession with the Images

The procession begins in the late afternoon 
amidst vivacious music. The images are carried on 
heads on which head pads are first put. These help 
to balance the weights of the images as well as 
cushion their hard effects on the head (Plates 11a, 
b & c). The Aword, the chief priest, leads the way. 
But the chief priestess (Iya Osun) and Aresa stay back 
in the house of Images or the central shrine, presum­
ably for their senility. At the outset; there are 
lead drum-beats and choruses which are pleas to Oba­
luaye to spare their lives:

Iba Baba-agb^.
6wo Baba-agba.
Obaluayd-, Obaluaye,
Iba Baba-agbci.
E je nb'on'ile leere,
Bi o je 'a jo;
E je k'a b'on'ile leere,
Bi o je a jd.
Iba Baba-agba.
Fiile wa bunwa )
F'omo wa bunwa ) Chorus
F'aya wa bunwa )
F'oko wa bunwa, etc)
Homage to you, the elderly father.
Honour, to you, the elderly father.
Obaluaye, 9kal^eye,
Hoaujige to you, the elderly father.
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We obtain the landlord's permission 
To permit us to dance 
We ask the landlord 
To permit us to dance.
Spare our household )
Spare our children ) Chorus
Spare our wives )
Spare our husbands,etc)

As the procession nears the shrine of E^u, the 
drummers beat a special rhythm to the deity5 Esu^and 
the whole procession change their dance steps to the 
special Esu-steps. As the people pass on to all the 
other shrines the drum rhythms also change and the 
dancers have to change their steps accordingly. It is
believed that each orjsa responds best to his or her»

rhythm and to his own repertoire of praise-songs (orfki). 
However, the images, more than anything else, form the 
cynosure of the whole crowd which surges along the 
streets between traditional mud-walls. Many people 
join the crowd and move along with it in order to have 
a closer gaze at the images. The spotty paintings on 
the images also contribute immensely to the emotional 
response of the people. They remind them (the people) 
of the dreaded manifestation of the wrath of Obaluaye, 
which is small-pox.
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Indeed, the appearance of the images as they are 
carried above the general level of the sea of heads 
is like an impressive and theatrical spectacle, at 
which the awe-striken spectators share the experience 
of the make-belief appearance of Obaluaye. This sort 
of spectacle is similar to what Nietzcb^. saw in the 
Birth of Tragedy:

The chorus is now assigned the task 
of eacciting the minds of the audience 
to such a pitch of Dionysian frenzy, 
that, when the tragic hero appears on 
the stage, they do not see in him an 
unshapely man wearing a mask, but they 
see a visionary figure, born as it were 
of their own ecstacy. . . .  And this 
is nothing else that the Apollonian 
dream-state, in which the world of 
today is veiled and a new world, 
clearer, more intelligible, more vivid and yet more shadowy than the 
old,is, by a perpetual transformation, 
born and reborn before our eyes.

7Thus says the Greek chorus and drama. It is a "new 
world", free of smallpox and other symbolic manifesta­
tions of the wrath of Obaluaye, the Yoruba god, of 
pestilence that the images are ritually placated 
before the very eyes of the spectators.

Beside the shrines, the procession visits each 
quarter head's (baale1s) house and ritually and symbo­
lically clenses it of any pestilence that might be
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lurking there. The symbolic cleansing takes the 
form of incantations made with some gestures by 
the Aworb (the chief priest) to the invisible spirit 
of 9baluaye and like the papal bulls, are considered 
infallible* The benefits of the preventive and 
curative powers of the deity is thus believed to 
be individually acquired in a communal therapeutic 
manner throughout the community.

The final place of call and turning point is 
the idf Baba shrine. This is the home-shrine of 
Sonponna. It is situated in the bush along O^ogbo- 
Ibokun road, some seven kilometres away from the 
"lie Ere" (the house of images, that is, the central 
market shrine)* The "idi Baba" shrine has a spe­
cial importance to the followers of traditional
religion in Osogbo because no "orisa" ceremony is * »
complete until a last sacrifice has been given to 
Baba-Agba (another appelation of Obaluaye who is 
also called Sonponna)o In the old days this shrine 
was in the forest but in recent years it has been 
encroached by farmlands and is now close to a main 
road and a path that leads right past it.

At the Idi Babci shrine, the Aworo pours some 
libation of palm-oil'and palm-wine at the foot of
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one of the sacred dracaena fraqrans (perequn trees) 
saying some prayers* The actual annual sacrifice 
to Sonponna at this shrine usually takes place seven 
days before this outing of the images; hence there 
is no need for another elaborate sacrifice during 
the outing* Indeed, the outing of the images is 
regarded as the grand finale of the annual festival 
of the images.

When the sun is about to set, the procession 
returns to the starting point, that is, the central 
market shrine which houses the images (Ile-fcre).
The return procession goes through a different but 
shorter route. On their return the Ataoja is visited 
in his palace which adjoins the Ile-Ere. A short 
dance which he joins is made by the cult members.
All the images involved in the procession are there­
after returned to the Ile-Ere*where the deities they
symbolize are ritually thanked forthetr participation.

8The origin of the festival
The origin of the festival of images at Osogbo 

dates back to the time of the Fulani wars in the 
mid-nineteenth century (See Chapter 2). Many refu­
gees fleeing from the war-torn Yoruba towns like 
Oyo-Ile, Offa and Eri'n-Ile settled at Osogbo and
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its environs* The fugitives brought and have 
since been practising their various religions 
and other aspects of Yoruba culture.

Apart from O^un, other deities like Obatala, 
Sango and Ogun have their separate festivals* The 
deities are believed to have been responsible for 
the welfare and prosperity of the town, hence a 
collective festival of the gods was instituted*
At first the votaries of each of the deities used 
to gather at the central market shrine with or with­
out the symbolic images of their respective gods.
The festival normally featured a great feast and 
sacrifice offerings by the devotees to the gods*
The gods were invariably thanked for their benevo­
lence throughout the past year and petitioned for 
fertility of women and land and protection, espe­
cially over the children, in the new year* Now, 
the central shrine itself houses the images repre­
senting all the major deities of the environment.
The images in the central shrine as well as the 
ones brought in by the votaries symbolize the 
physical presence of the gods at the festival.

The festival has undergone some slight modifi- 
»

cations since its inception. The procession of the
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images as part of the rituals of the festival 
is a relatively recent development. Before the 
reign of Oyedokun Latona II as the Ataoja of 
Qsogbo (1926-1943), all the rituals connected with 
the festival used to be carried out in the premises 
of the “House of Images" (Ile-Ere) that is, the 
central'market shrine.

In 1936 during the reign of Oba Latona II, 
an unprecedented number of persons died within a 
short time during the dry season as a result of 
small-pox epidemic. The Ataoja, realizing that 
the security and survival of his people were 
threatened, consulted Cirunmlla (the Yoruba god of 
wisdom) for a solution. The Ifa priest revealed 
that the terrifying malady was indeed a manifesta­
tion of the wrath of Sonponna (the Yoruba god of 

pestilence), the worship of which the reigning 
Ataoja had been observing only superficially since 
the death of his forefather. The oracle prescribed 
that a ceremony featuring a great feast and sacri­
fice addressed to the supernatural forces, especially 
Sonponna (otherwise called Obaluay^), must be held 
in order to avert total disaster in the town. The 
ceremony should, above all, involve all the towns-

7X
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folk.

The Ataoja, in consultation with the Iya-Osun 
(chief priestess) and the Aworo (chief priest) of 
the central cult of Osogbo community religious 
observances* thereupon decided to have a procession 
of all the sacred images in the town during the 
annual festival of the gods, which, incidentally, 
was just a couple of weeks ahead.

Apart from the existing symbol of Sonponna 
(Plate 13) among the images in the Ild-&re» the 
Ataoja commissioned a new one (Plate 14a & b) in 
readiness for the festivalo This new image and all 
the old ones were carried round the town as sche­
duled and the small-pox epidemic subsided. Since 
that year the annual festival of images - the gods' 
images - has invariably been held at the beginning 
of the dry season. It is note-worthy that the dry 
season, because of its characteristic high tempera­
tures and little or no rainfall, provides the ideal 
climate for the spread of small-pox. This explains 
why, throughout each festival of images at Osogbo, 
sacrifices and petitions are addressed generally to 
the gods but specifically to Obaluaye.
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The significance of the festival

The festival of images at Osogbo was motivated
by the need to bring the force and power of the
spirits to bear upon the prevention of diseases,
especially small-pox and allied pestilences, and
for some assurance of security and survival, it
is believed that the super-natural beings could help
to ensure these if honoured, propitiated and peti*-

10tioned in a traditionally prescribed pattern.
Another need served by the festival is the 

desire for continuity and stability of the commu­
nity* A paramount characteristic of traditional 
Osogbo life is a rigorous adherence to tradition.
The small-pox epidemic which occurred in Osogbo in 
1936 was attributed to Oba Latona II* s neglect of 
his forefather's worship of Sonponna. The idea that 
ancestors are aware of all of the activities of man 
is, to a very large extent, responsible for a marked 
and firm conservatism that permits few deviations 
from the customs and practices of the past. This 
conservatism has been a powerful stabilizing factor 
for the people. If rites were enacted carefully in 
a traditional manner, the people would feel reason­
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ably confident that all would go well. Problems 
or illnesses are interpreted as corrective measures 
of the deceased but watchful kinsmen. Therefore, 
the festival contributes to the maintenance of con­
tinuity and stability of communal beliefs and practi­
ces*

The images involved in the festival are the 
visible and tangible symbols by which the spiritual 
forces or powers of the deities are contacted. What 
the sculptures symbolize and the purposes they serve 
heighten the aura of sacredness with which they are 
surrounded. They thus function as emotional stimuli 
for religious responses which inspire increased wor­
ship and intense ritual activity.

The images being carried in procession attract 
members of the community and serve as crowd-pullers 
during the festival, ensuring the participation of 
as many community members as possible*

It is therefore important to note that the 
images are not mere decorative embroidery on the 
fabric of religion} they are a vital part of the 
process of the generation of force. The addition 
of sculpture raises the intensity and efficacy of
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the ritual# The sculptures serve to evoke and 
associate with worship a level of spirituality.
The tension of the spectators is obviously reduced 
on seeing the images* their fears are allayed and 
they are filled with fresh springs of vitality. 
Tragedy has been averted* The future is assured.
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NOTES

1. See E» Bolaji Idowu's 01odumare» God in 
Yoruba belief (London; Macmillan) 1962, pp 77 & 176.

2. For detailed account of If a Divination System, 
see Wande Abimbola's "The Literature of the Ifa 
Cult" in S. 0. Biobaku (ed.) Sources of Yoruba 
History (Oxford; Clarendon Press) 1973, pp 4l- 
62; and "The Ifa Divination System" in Niqeria Magazine (FESTAC Edition) No. 122-123, 1977,
pp 36-76. See also Evelyn Roache's "The Art of 
the Ifa Oracle" in African Arts. Vol. 8, No. 1, 1974, pp 21-25.

3. Such writers include N.A. Fadipe, The Sociology 
<bf the Yoruba (Ibadan University Press), 19*70, 
p. 269 and S. Wenger & Gert Chesi, A life with 
the gods in their Yoruba homeland (Perlinger, Austria) 1983, pp 74-9.

40 The verbal interpretation of the drum-beat was 
given me by Mr. Sule Ayantunde Are-Ilu, the cult 
Head-drummer, later on the day of the festival 
(9th December, 1991).

5. Onuora Nzekwe describes the place of kolanut in 
the religious, economic and social lifeJ^Nigeria. 
See "Kolanut" in Niqeria Magazine, No. 7i, 
December, 1961, pp 298-305.

6. These interpretations of the ways the kolanut 
valves fall were given me by Chief Folorunso 
Babalola (Age 73 year) the 'Awor6 ;, that is, 
the chief priest of the central cult of commu­
nity religious observances in Osogbo (Plate 4)
- 9th December, 1991.

7. F. Nietzche, The Birth of Tragedy; Reprinted
in The Philosophy of Nietzche (New York; Modern 
Library) 1871, pp 218-19; and in The Birth of 
Tragedy and The Case of Wagner, translated by 
Walter Kaufmann (New York; Everyman*s Library) 
1967, p. 66.
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8. I gathered this history of the origin of the 

Osogbo festival of Images from Qba Iyigla 
Oyewale Matanmi III, the present Ataoja (13 
December, 1991).

9. See Chapter 4 of this dissertation for detailed 
euphemistic appelations of §onponn£.

10* G. D. Ekpenyong observed that religious activi­
ties or worship play a very prominent role in 
most Yoruba festivals. See her article, 
"Festivals in Nigeria: A Bibliography" in 
Nigeria Magazine. No. 136, 1981, p. 31. For 
some related opinion on meaningful appraisal of 
works of art of any community see C. A. Cone & 
P. J. Pelto, Guide to Cultural Anthropology 
(Illinois: Scott, Foresman & Company) 1967, 
p. 95.
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chapter 3

THE IMAGES; CLASSIFICATION & STYLES

The word •«Image'1 as used in this thesis refers 
primarily to representational art forms* The form of 
such representations may be three-dimensional or 
two-dimensional* If it is three-dimensional, the 
Yoruba call it Ere* Adepegba distinguishes this 
interpretation of the word "Image" from the Yoruba 
interpretation of the two-dimensional figural form, 
which is called ŵor«tn — the short form of aworant£*^ 

£re, used in a singular or plural sense, is 
therefore the Yoruba word for "sculptural image,"
Many of such images are sacred and used in traditional 
Yoruba religious worship,. The Oxford Dictionary of
the Yoruba Language defines Ere as "Image, Idol or

2statue"o However, the common usage of the word by 
the Yoruba does not confuse it with the spiritual 
beings that the sacred ere represents* To the Yoruba, 
Ere is simply an accepted symbol of the spiritual 
being that is worshipped - like a crucifix in a 
Christian church. The image is never taken to be 
the deity itself or a residing place for the spiritual
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being0 Ulli Beier rightly describes the significance 
of ere in traditional Yoruba religion in the follow­
ing words: "It embellishes the shrine, creates atmos-

3phere and stimulates religious feeling 0"
The Yoruba believe in a supreme God, Olodumare, 

but their ritual activities centre round the various 
lesser divinities, brisk „ Relationship between Olo­
dumare and the brisk has been variously described0
Some writers have said that they are little more than

4messengers who carry sacrifices to God. Others 
have compared them to the Roman Catholic saints who

5intercede with God on behalf of man. Idowu regards
the orisa as "Ministers of Olodumare", who look »
after the affairs of the universe and act as interme-

6diaries between Him and the world of men<> All told, 
Olodumare is very strong in the awareness of the 
Yoruba peopleo He is the most powerful force in the 
world - one force from whom everything emerges, and 
the orisa are spiritual, supernatural, part-representa---- I-
tions of Him.

The orisa are numberless, variously put at one' 11 I' 7thousand seven hundred, or four hundred and one<>
The actual number is not known© Of the large number

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



gl
of the gods worshipped in Yorubaland, the majo­
rity are of only local importance, their worship 
being confined to particular communities because 
they are guardians of the communities concernedo 
Some are even spirits of hills and rivers. A small 
number, however, are of "national" importance - wor­
shipped everywhere in Yorubaland every year. These 
include Obatala, the creator deity and senior orlsa; 
Orunmilia, the god of wisdom and divination; Esu, 
the messenger that receives sacrifices for other 
deities erroneously called "trickster" by many 
people; Ogun, the god of iron and war; Sonponna, 
the god of small-pox and other pestilences; and 
Orisa-Oko, the god of agriculture.

However, only few of the images involved in the 
Osogbo festival of images represent the godsCOrisa*) 
that are worshipped nationally by the Yoruba. A 

considerable number of them represent local ones 
while others simply represent cult members or priests 
and priestesses. Originally, the images were about 
thirty-six, but four of them were reported stolen

Qand probably smuggled out of the country in 1970o 
All the remaining images are wood-carvings, thirty-
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one free-standing and a composite one consisting 
of a big figure flanked by ten smaller figures.
There are also two face masks, otonporo. All the 
images are made after human form, male and female^ 
of varying sizes and heights and in standing posi­
tion.
The images that symbolize deities:
Sonponna

This is the deity in whose honour the festival
of the images at Osogbo is he&d annually. According
to a tradition, Sonponna (Plates 13 and 14a & b) was
born in the Nupe country where he was a warrior and 

gking, deified after his death.
^onponna instils great fear in the mind of 

people because of the deadly disease, small-pox, 
and other pestilences which the people believe he 
inflicts on those he is angry witho He is so dreaded 
by the Yoruba that they call him a number of euphe­
mistic appelations. The appelations, which best ref­
lect his personality in Yoruba consciousness, include 
Qbaluay^ ("King who is Lord of the earth"). This is 
probably the more common and less offensive of the 
saluations; Baba-Agba ("the elderly father");

8a
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Qlode (the Lord of the open space which comprises 
of the ground on which man treads, builds and culti­
vates# He is also called A soro pe l'eerun ("one

------1------ ■ "J-------------IT1" '

whose name is dangerous to mention in the dry season") 
Care is taken, especially during the dry season when, 
as already indicated, small-pox is common and the 
festival in his honour is held. Other appelations 
of his are Ile'gbona ("Hot earth") and Alapadupe 
("One who should be thanked for killing").

When a person has small-pox or suffers any of 
the afflictions believed to be caused by Sonponna, 
the Yoruba describe the situation in a way that bet­
rays their dread of, and respect for, the divinity0 
They claim the victims are in the servitude of the 
king, o nsin oba; or is being afflicted by hot 
earth, Il^qbdna nb4a jao Because Sonponna is called 
IJLe'gbdna, the Yoruba traditionally do not say lie 
qbona ("The ground is hot") when the ground is truly 
hot in the dry season. They euphemistically say 
H e  tutu ("The ground is cold") - the opposite of 
what they mean.

Before now that Western medicines are used for 
curing the disease, a white flag used to be raised
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before the house of someone suffering from small­
pox to mark the temporary shrine or abode of the 
dreadful godc Because the god is believed to be 
fond of palm-wine - a drink that has a very cooling 
effect especially in the dry season, big gourds full 
of the wine used to be set by the entrance of the 
house. Plenty of the wine was also poured out on 
the threshold. The wine poured out dries up instantly 
and the one in the gourds normally evaporated very 
fast. This happened because of the hot and dry 
weather characteristic of the season when small­
pox is most rampant. But the Yoruba believe that the 
palm-wine disappeared fast because the god took it 
with great relish. Red palm-oil also used to be 
poured out for him because of its soothing effect, 
and the oil used to be kept in a container along­
side the gourds' of palm-wine. Other sacrificial 
item s for the god of pestilence include fish, cock, 
camwood "cream", powdered corn mixed with palm-oil 
and salt"(a£dun), sugar-cane, honey, snail and a 
variety of Yoruba staples.

A victim of small-pox usually had his body 
rubbed with a cream made up of powdered camwood
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Cosun) and palm-oil throughout the healing period. 
Indeed, no medicine - western or traditional - used 
to be applied. Even sacred medicines and charms 
used to be removed from the house of someone afflic­
ted by small-pox^ o therwise, it would amount to challen­
ging the king's authorityo The belief is that such 
an action was a taboo to him0 If ^onponna "enters" 
a house by way of affliction and any counteracting 
medicine was used, the whole house or community would, 
according to the people, severely pay for it. For 
this reason, Sonponna is also called A ru'mo l'oqun 
danu ("one who causes medicines to be thrown away 
or ineffective")* Even to isolate someone afflicted 
by his infectious emissions would be impertinence 
towards the god.

The people do not mourn a dead victim of 
small-pox or any other pestilence attributed to 
the god, for death is believed to be the final recep­
tion into the ranks of those closest to him or the 
affectionate of his slaves (eruu Baba).i

It used to be the task of his priests to treat 
his victims (mainly a ritual treatment, since de- 
con terminating medicines were forbidden) and also
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their duty to bury; the dead victims. All proper­
ties of those who died of the god's "sting" used to 
fall to the priests, who were not only immune but 
versed in traditional methods of cleansing themselves 
of the disease.

Members of the cult of ^onponna were fond of 
threatening to "fight" anybody or any community, 
using the weapons of Sonponna. It was believed that 
they usually had in their possession some virulent 
preparations made up of powdered scrabs of the skins 
of small-pox victims, or fluid which they obtained 
through the action of the weather and putrefaction 
from corpses of victims which could stealthily spread 
the disease. Idowu recounts how this type of inci­
dent was traced to a proficient undertaker during
an epidemic of small-pox in a Yoruba town sometime 

9ago.
In 1917, Dr.Gguntola Sapara, an English-trained 

medical doctor, swindled himself into initiation as 
the son of a family involved in Sonponna cult in 
Ibadan. He eventually denounced the god's worshippers 
and made some stunning revelations on how the disease 
germs of small-pox had often been exploited with

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



87
disastrous consequences by unscrupulous members
of the cult* Following this exposure, it was held
that members of the cult were instrumental in
spreading small-pox. The cult was prohibited by
order of the Colonial Authorities that year. All
identified Sonponna priests were arrested and all
their ritual paraphenalia, including symbolic images,

10were confiscated by government
The foregoing action of Colonial government vir­

tually dealt a death blow to the cults of Sonponna 
throughout Yorubaland. The intensification of west­
ern education and introduction of vaccine in the 
wake of Dr. Sapara's revelations neutralized most 
of the rituals of the cult of Sonponna and put small­
pox and other pestilence under effective control.
For instance, the "Oshogbo District Native Authority 
(Public Health) Rules of 1952'* made under Chapter 
183 of the Public Health Ordinance (Appendix II) 
spells out regulations designed to keep sanitation 
of premises and infectious diseases under effective 
management.

Nonetheless, it is difficult to totally elimi­
nate a cult with such a tremendous potency among
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the Yoruba. Even new, the cult still exists openly 
in some towns and villages* However, such an 
existence is merely a shadow - an echo - of its old 
awful perception,, In feet, what happens now, gene­
rally, is that descendants of old members of the cult 
of Sonponna endeavour to keep the worship of the god 
alive in form of annual festivals in order to avert 
possible disastrous consequences of neglect of such 
traditional beliefs and practices.

Sonponna is symbolized in two different ways 
in the O^ogbo group of imageso The two symbols are 
however anthropomorphic, just as all the images in 
the group are, and they both reflect the historical 
background and people's conception of the attributes 
of the god* One of the symbols is free-standing, 
while the other is compositeo

The free-standing symbol (Plate 13), 1.5 metres 
high, is the only equestrian statue in the whole 
groupo It reflects the initial iconography of Son­
ponna as a warrior on horse-back with a speaup held 
in one hand, which suggests the dignity appropriate 
to the king in his earthly life - "the lord of the 
Earth." Horse is symbolically regarded as a vehicle 
of power* Obviously, this is the reason why the
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adherents of Sonponna chose it as the symbol of

l'ltheir god*
A similar equestrian figure holding a club and 

also symbolizing Sonponna is among the columnal 
statue in the temple of Sango at Akuru quarters in 
Ibadan (Plate 28b). Chief Omikunle O:namogba Aktirtf, 
a centenarian who is the chief priest and custodian 
of the temple, gave me this information on August 24, 
1992. He added that some of the other columnal 
statues in the temple (Plates28a and 28c ) symbo­
lize some of the major Yoruba deities while the 
others represent some $ango cult memberso The 
spotty painting on the statues which is characteris­
tic of small-pox symbol is, according to Chief Akuru, 
reminiscent of the affinity between Sango and §on- 
ponna. The two of them were said to be brothers, born 
of the same parents, and that ^onponna was the 
younger* This belief is so strong that the worshippers 
of Sango count themselves immune from molestation by 
Sonponna, and vice versa®

The belief about the common origin of $onponna 
and Sango is somehow confirmed by some of their
individual appelations and praise-songs. For instance,

*

Sonpbnna is described as 11 Baba mi, Gambarl, omo ko
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gb1ede ("My father, Gambari, who hails from those 
who do not understand Yoruba; or, "Gambari, Uku-Uku,
Ara Alausa, Ara Tapa" ("Gambari, Uku-Uku, indigene 
of Hausaland, indigene of Nupeland")® $onponna is 
also connected with Islam somehow0 He is called 
Qn'myle, Qba ni Mosalasi, Al^qbada ("The Muslim,
King of the mosque, one who wears the voluminous 
garment"

Sango is also sometimes described as A kewu— 
qb'̂ rCi. Akewu-qb1esin, A ^"aluwala nibi <pfa qbe 
nrojo ("One so versed in Arabic reading as to win 
slaves and horses0 One who performs oblutions under 
a rain of arrows")® These appelations and praise- 
songs seem to relate the two deities to the North 
of Yorubaland and Islam®

As in the case of almost all traditional Yoruba 
equestrian statues, for example, Plates 13 and 28a ,
the horse in the Sonponna symbol is extremely small 
in proportion to the rider. But the carver of the 
^onponna symbol has succeeded in creating an impre­
ssion of latent motion by inclining the rider®

The composite figure that contains the second symbol 
of the god (Plates 14a & b), 1.2 metres high, wasi
carved in 1936; but nobody now remembers . the
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carver. It was commissioned by Oba Oyedokun Latona 
II, the Ataoja, when, as already indicated, he was 
advised to resuscitate the worship of Sonponna in 
order to avert the destruction of his subjects by 
small—pox* The carving consists of eleven figures 
carved out of a single block of wood but arranged 
in two tiers* The lower tier is made up of four 
figures symbolizing four other deities (Obatala, 
Sango, Ogun and Erinle); while the upper tier con­
sists Of the principal figure, "Obaluaye", and six 
attendants* The variation in the symbol of Obaluaye 
and those of the other deities particularly in their 
arrangement into upper and lower tier, is not hierar­
chical* The figure symbolizing Obaluaye is however 
made biggest probably because the whole composite 
carving was commissioned and produced in his honour.

In this sculptural composition, Sonponna 
(Obaluaye) is symbolized both as a king and as a 
dynamic Islamic dignitary with the characteristic 
flowing garment, short but thick.turban, royal beads, 
rosary and well-trimmed beard.

This composite carving resembles a typical Epa 
mask of the North-east Yoruba without the mask base. 
Epa masks usually consist of two parts: the mask

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



proper and a superstructure. The superstructure 
usually contains many figures, but both helmet part 
and superstructure are invariably carved out of one 
block of wood* The highly stylized forms of Epa 
masks contrast with the more naturalistic treatment 
of the supers trueture„(Plates 33 & 34).

All the figures in the composition are rendered 
with stylized naturalism0 They are all dwarfish.
The principal figure has three horizontal face mar­
kings on each cheek, three short vertical ones on 
the forehead and a long one placed diagonally between 
the left cheek and the nose and mouth. The facial 
features of all the figures are stereotypical. The 
nose and the mouth are typically negroid, being 
thick and widea The eye takes either of two forms: 
elipse or semi-circle, and is painted white with a 
black spot, representing the iris and pupil, in the 
middle# The ears are placed far back on each side 
of the head#

The rendering of the attendants on th® top tier 
is also stereotypical. Apart from the facial fea­
tures, their caps and dresses are uniform# The only 
exception is the only female figure in ordinary
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wrapper and plaited hair. The six attendants are 
symmerically grouped on both sides of the principal 
figure, and the ones at the extreme right and left 
are blowing heraldic trumpets. The dresses of the 
figures in the lower tier are slightly different 
from those of the figures in the upper tier: the 
former are in trousers while the latter are in shorts. 
However, their bodies are all painted red and their 
dresses black and white, except for one of the four 
figures in the lower tier (Plate i 4 ^ h ) t which repre­
sents Obatala and is thus painted in the symbolic 
white of the deity, with a touch of red for the eyes 
and black for the beard. Only the Obatala symbol 
breaks the frontality rendering of the whole carving 
by facing backwards.

The iconography of the composite carving reflects
the social, political and religious life in O^ogbo by
1936 when it was produced. As X said in Chapter two
of this dissertation, Islamic religion had taken root
in Osogbo by 1936. Also, colonial administration had
established courts of justice and maintained a Police
Force. The Police Force was categorized into two,
namely, Nigeria Police and Local Authority Police©

»
Traditional rulers in Yorubaland then had a number
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of palace attendants and messengers called "Akoda" 
whose official uniform was similar to that used by* 
the Local Authority policemen (Plate 32a)> This 
uniform corresponds with the one depicted on the 
attendants of Soriponna in the composite carvingo 

It is worthy of note, too, that Qba Oyedokun 
Latona II, the Ataoja who commissioned the carving, 
was a Muslim before his ascension to the throne 
(although his position automatically made him a 
member of all religious groups in his domain). Be­
sides, his lineage face markings are identical to 
the ones on the face of the principal figure (symbo­
lizing ^onponna) in the composite carving.

This observation about the corresponding socio­
political and religious background and face markings 
corrobouates the views expressed by scholars against 
the usual practice of the Yoruba in associating 
their images with their deities. For instance, 
Frobenius says:

We shall learn further on that the figures and other fragments and 
symbols are never actual representa­
tions of the gods, but rather of 
priests and others engaged in sacri­
ficial or other ceremonials in honour 
of some particular deity. . . .  In 
most cases the native is quite wrong 
in claiming a particular image as
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• 1*1 being that of a particular deity.
and, according to Adepegba,

o • o A pointer to the fact that 
most of the images do not represent 
the gods is the fact that the Yoruba 
face markings which are seen displayed 
by the images are according to families 
or lineages. Therefore, unless the 
gods are thought of as being members 
of the different families of worshippers, 
the artists did not have the image of 
any gods in mind.^4

Therefore, the conception of Sonponna as an 
Islamic dignitary and king with specific face markings 
by the carver of the composite figure was most probably 
influenced by the personality of Oba Latona II who 
commissioned the carving. The uniform on the atten­
dants in the carving is also reminiscent of the uni­
form used by the Akoda (palace attendants) and Local 
Authority policemen of the time. All told, the symbols 
of Sonponna and those of the four other gods in the 
composite carving, are representations of persons but 
not actually of the gods.

It is also noteworthy that the practice whereby 
two different images (one, an equestrian statue and 
the other, representing an Islamic dignitary and king) 
are used to represent a deity is another convincing
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evidence that Yoruba images do not represent the
gods in person; rather, they are made-up symbols
intended to create religious atmosphere and serve
as convenient means of concentrating attention during
worship.
Qrlsa-nla --- ,.. . .

Qrisa-nla is believed to be the senior and 
head of all the orisa of the Yoruba. He is also 
called Obatala. He is credited to be the god of 
creation who assists the supreme God in all matters 
connected with the shaping and moulding of the physi­
cal appearance of human beings. He does this out 
of clay and presents the moulded forms to Olodumare 
(the Supreme God) to blow the breath of life into 
them. Thus, Obatala has been given the prerogative 
to create as he chooses, so that he makes men of 
shapely or deformed features. Any physical malfor­
mation is seen as a punishment or evidence of wrath 
from Obatala. For instance, the hunch back, the lame 
and the albinos are regarded as special creatures
(Eni-drisa) principally because of their deformity.1--- -- *-

This belief is not conceived as historical for 
the Yoruba say that Obatala still creates every child 
in the womb. So, in order to secure the favour of
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Qbatala, the traditional Yoruba sing:

Eni $'oju se'mu;
Orisa ni ma sin.
A da'ni b'o' ti ri;
Orifaj'ii ma sin.
Eni ran mi wa;
Orisa ni ma sin.
He who makes the eyes, and the nose;
It is Orisa that I will serve.
He who creates as he chooses;
It is Orisa that I will serve0
He who sends me here;
It is Orisa that I will serve.

It is also believed that when Orisa-nla was 
coming down to the world, Olodumare invested him 
with some of His divine attributes in order to fit 
him for the delicate work of creation. This explains 
why Orlsa-nla represents to the Yoruba the idea of 
ritual and ethical purity and therefore the demands 
and sanctions of high morality.

Immaculate whiteness is associated with this 
Yoruba creator-god because the colour symbolizes 
"holiness” and purity, as well as calm, quiet con­
templation* He is often pictured as clothed in white 
and bedecked with white ornaments (Plates 15, 31 and 
32a & b). Votaries of this deity have a number of 
taboos such as that which•forbids them to take palm
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wine. They must eat only white food (without palm 
oil) on certain days and appear in white robes if 
not always, at least during the period of the festi­
val in honour of their god, Obatala's normal sacri­
ficial meal is the bloodless snail cooked in shea- 
butter.

The water in Obatala's shrine is changed daily 
with the cleanest and clearest water drawn very early 
in the morning from a spring. Worshippers of Obatala 
are enjoined to be upright and true: they must be 
clear in their hearts and behaviour "so that their 
lives would be as clear and pure like water drawn 
early in the morning - when not disturbed" (k£ aye 
won ki 6 le torb bi omi ti a f'owuro pon).

Other praise-songs of Obatala include the
following:

Orisa Olufon,
Alase, Ala§ 9 ola,
Alamo ti nmg br£, x
Alagbed^ orun, ab'^wlrl £ ku bi ojo,
Alagb^de cprun,
Bee, Iwo I'd nwo gnu? ti o ntun omo ro;
Ire ni 6 ro fun mi o.
iroko ni baba igi,
Awere ni baba obg,
piomo sikata ni baba agbado;^
Orisa Olufon, iwg ni baba alasg funfun,
Oko‘abuke,'gkp ar9 , 9 k9 arara'b'ori Pfte. 'Lere Ajob9 ,iku ti gbogbo wa j o nb9 «
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Aso ala l'o gbo ti mo nro tobx,
Aso ala l'o gbcf, ki n ma wa onx^ese 'fun lo. 
Akintonde, bi onxde ntaa ni egbfeje,*
Owo t'emi kb si nibe 
Egberindxnlogun ni n o r'oje,
Ibi dandan-ndan ni ki o maa bd onxd^.

Orxsa Olufon
Conjurer, Conjurer of riches 
The moulder who moulds the head,
The blacksmith of heaven, whose bellows 

sounds like thunder The blacksmith of heaven,
Thus it is you who takes care of the 
child and remoulds the child.

Mould goodness for me.
Irokb (tree) is the father of all trees. 
Awere is the father of all monkeys/apes, 
Olomg sxkata (maize with scattered grains) is the father of all maizes,
Orxsa-Qlufon, you are the father of all 
weavers of white cloths 

Lere Ajobo, death that we all worship.
It is the white clothe that is old that 
makes me tie an apron to the loin,
It is the white clothe that is old which 
has made me to look for onises^fun. 

Akintonde, if the brass owner xs selling 
it for three and half kobo 

My own money is not there.
I will buy lead for eight kobo 
At all cost evil shall befall the brass- 

owner.
This deity is known by different names in diffe­

rent parts of Yorubaland. The mode of warship also 
vary in all the places where the deity is religiously 
worshipped. For example, it is known as Orxsa Ogxyan 
at Ejigbo; Orisa'kire( at Ikire; Orxsa alaso funfun
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at Iragbiji; Orisa-Olufgn at Ifgn; and Obataia in 
very many places. However, it is significant to 
note that all the statues symbolizing Obataia are 
painted white throughout Yorubaland. This is evi­
denced not only in the two images of Obataia in tne 
Osogbo group of images (Plate 14b and 15) but also in 
the columnal group of images at Akuru quarters in 
Ibadan (Plates 28a & b). Indeed, worshippers of 
Obataia have equally been so consistent in their 
wearing of white dresses and ornaments, especially 
during the worship of the deity (Plates 31 and31**k), 
that the traditional Yoruba do not hesitate to asso­
ciate any sacred material or object in white to 
Obataia. This phenomenon may provide an exception 
to Caroll’s assertion that the Yoruba name some 
images specifically after some of their traditional 
gods. According to him:

The people do sometimes identify a 
carving as Sango, Obataia, Oduduwa, 
etc., but there is usually nothing in 
the carving to support the identifica­
tion.1®

This consistency in colour association also
s S Vcontradicts his view that "Esu is the only orisa 

with a distinctive character whom I find actually
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portrayed"# While there is consistency in the
(white) colour Used to paint Qbatala symbols, Esu
has been variously portrayed in sculptural forms.
He is sometimes portrayed riding a horse with his
pipe and pigtail and his club for making trouble;1^

19as a Janus-headed god; or with a kind of crest or
20head-dress protrudxng from the back of the head.

17

The statue in Plates 2la & b symbolizes Ogun, 
the Yoruba god of iron and steel and therefore all 
things made from them. He is acknowledged as the 
deity of war and warriors, of hunters, smiths and 
mechanics, all engine drivers and machine menders; 
and of course, all who deal in anything made of iron 
and steel.

Because the impact of Ogun is felt almost every­
where, he is regarded as a presiding deity over oaths 
and covenant-making or the cementing of pacts. In 
our courts of justice people who are neither Chris­
tians or Moslems take their oaths to "speak the truth 
and nothing but the truth" by kissing a piece of iron. 
The pact or covenant made before Ogun is considered 
most binding. Anyone who swears falsely by Ogun, or
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breaks an oath or covenant mads before dgun, incurs 
his severe judgement: death, mutilation or defor­
mity through gun-shot, matchet-cut or an engine or 
machine accident.

Although Ogun is more commonly associated with
Ire and Shaki, he is known and worshipped all over
Yorubaland. However, his cult exists more prominently
in Irb, Ondo, Ilesa and Oka-Akoko. His sacrificial
meals vary according to localities as suggested in
this ballad;

Ogun meje 1'Ogun mi Ogun Alara ni'gba aja;
Ogun On'Ire a gb'agbo 
6gdn Ikgla a gba'gblnj 
T'El^mgna^ a je ^sun i^u 
6gun gbenagbena ©ran ahun ni'je;
Ogtin Hakinde’ni Ogun l'ehin odi - 
Bi on ko^ba gba Tapa, a gb’Aboki,
A gba Uku-uku, a gba Kemberi.
There are seven Ogun who belong to me,
Ogun of Alara takes dog;
6gun of Ire habitually takes ram 
dgun of surgery habitually takes 

snail;
That of Elemona takes roasted yam;
That of artisans takes the flesh of 

tortoise while
Ogun of Makinde which is outside the

city-wall, where takes foreign enemieso
The emblems of Ogun are various. They may be 

metal-scraps, wrought or graven; or a plant called 
dracaena fraqrans (peregun); a rock or a piece of
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rock; or an anthropomorphic carving with a cutlass 
and shield. The Ogun shrine at Osogbo has a fence 
of mud-wall enclosing peregun plants which dominates 
about half of the enclosed spaceo The god is also 
accorded an anthropomorphic representation in the 
Osogbo group of images under discussion (Plates 21a 
& b). The coiffeur on the head of the statue is one 
of the most exciting of the images involved in the 
festival of images at Osogbo.

Generally, projections bursting from the heads 
of most of the images vary in form, ranging from 
long-tail coiffeurs (Plates 21a & b) to special aqoqo 
hair style (Plate 23), peaked hats and caps (Plates 
11, 15, 16, 17 and 27) and felt-caps (Plates 13, 13, 
20 and 24). The aqoqo hair style is usually plaited 
by £ango and C)sun priests and priestesses. Peaked- 
caps and felt-caps are commonly used around Osogbo 
so the carver might have been influenced by environ­
mental factors. Long-tail coiffeurs are however 
not common. In Osogbo, long-tail caps, like the one 
depicted in Plates 21a & b and 25 are won mainly on 
ceremonial occasions by Ogun priests, especially 
the Head of the hunters (01u-(j)de) of the town.
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Both visibly and metapnorically, the long- 
tail coiffeurs really suggest "command"^ because 
it is believed that potent medicines that enable 
things to happen, ooqun-a^t are embedded in them.

As already indicated, the image with long-tail
coiffeurs in Yoruba art is particularly prevalent
in Esu imagery. This is probably because Esu, as
the messenger god, personifies action, generative
power, and command - the a^e that animates the 

21Yoruba world. However, the symbolic coiffeur 
associated with Esu should not be lumped together 
in termsof content-association with all other pro­
jections from heads of Yoruba images as Drewal has 
done when he says,

All head-projections in the form of 
long-tail coiffeurs or peaked caps, 
blades, or phalluses • . o evoke 
the union and passage between this 2? 
world and the realm of divine forces.

Not all projections from the heads of Yoruba 
images are symbolic of ^s^ . For instance, the 
type of peaked caps and felt-caps depicted on the 
heads of some of the Osogbo group of images (Plates 11,13, 
15, 16, 20 & 24 ) are not traditionally believed 
to be embedded with medicines.
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Osun

9?un is a river goddesso It is also widely * 

worshipped in Yorubaland. The source of Osun river 
is in Igede-Ekiti hut its most important shrine 
is in OsogbOo

According to Bascom's account of a related 
legend, 0$un was a tall, light-complexioned and 
gorgeous woman with beautiful breasts and admirable 
hair« Conscious of her beauty, Osun would bathe 
several times a day and adorn herself with brass 
bracelets reaching from her wrist to the elbow.
She was said to have turned herself into a river 
because the other gods kept fighting over her after 
the death of $ango (0§un was a favourite wife of 
$ango', the Yoruba god of thunder). The special 
relationship that exists between the town of Osogbo 
and the orî sa Osun lies in the myth that it was by 
her injunction that the town was founded on its pre­
sent site (see chapter 2).

Like most Yoruba orisa, Osun is credited with-------- 1----9 , ,

the power to give children to barren women, cure 
diseases and fulfil all wishes.

In the town, there are two principal shrines
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dedicated to her worship. The main shrine is inside 
the grove near the banks of the river named after her. 
This is the place where sacrifices are annually offered 
to Osun. The second shrine, the Osun Temple, is in the 
palace of the Ataoja. It is here that the sacred brass 
images and bracelets, Cdan Osun, are'kept. They arei " * *
usually brought out from the inner to the outer chamber 
of the tswmple and laid-in^state for people to see during 
the annual Osun festival.I *

The carving that symbolizes Osun among the wooden 
group of images involved in the Osogbo festival of ima­
ges (Plates 16a, b & c) is 1.25 metres tall. It mani­
fests the carver's intuitive alteration of natural forms 
to suit the peoples' conception of the attributes of the 
goddess* Osun is believed to have supernatural power 
of sight to see everything within and beyond her terri­
tory, so she could easily forestall any invasion of the 
town. She is also believed to be capable of hearing 
everything - petition or propitiation. Hence, the 
artist has made the eyes of the image: so large as to 
occupy about half of the whole face, leaving no room 
for the nose; while each of the ears occupies the whole 
side of the head and even projects down to the shoulder. 
The abnormally large eyes and ears are balanced at
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the lower part of the carving by the Janus-faced 
pedestal on which it stands.
Osun-Iiumu
■IT" 1 ’ '* V \Ijumu is a Yagba Yoruba town with which Osun is 
associated. Osun-Ijumu (Plate 17) symbolizes the 
deity of one of the tributaries to river Osun, hence 
it is regarded as Osun's messenger. Here, as in 
the case of O^un goddess symbol, the carver intuiti­
vely combines semi-abstract forms with natural ones 
to produce a conceptual reality of a spirit. The 
statue looks like Siamese twins with one torso but 
two cyclopean heads. The fused torso backs what 
looks like; a baby-monkey and the whole figure (.75 
metres tall) stands on a Janus-faced pedestal. 
Osun-IpQnda

Osun-Iponda (Plate 18) symbolizes the goddess 
of river Iponda, also one of the tributaries to 
river Osun and therefore one of her subordinates. 
River Iponda flows into Osun at a point about thirty 
kilometres from O^ogbo - around the original Ije§a 
homestead of the people of O^ogbo. The statue, .7 
metres tall, manifests all the external femine 
features but has a peaked-cap on. Peaked-caps are 
traditionally worn by’men.

107
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tykpoko

Okooko (Plate 19), <>7 metres tall, represents 
the goddess of a river that bears the same name.
The river flows right through the north-eastern part 
of Osogbo township into river 0suno The goddess 
is regarded as one of the numerous assistants of 
Osun. The statue is depicted backing a baby but 
wearing a men's hat and holding what looks like a 
walking stick or a staff of office in one hand and 
a cult object in the other hand.
pgbaagbaa

The carving in Plate 20 symbolizes Ogbaagbaa,
the goddess of a small river that flows into river
Osun at a place about four kilometres to Osogbo.
This tributary itself is named Ogbaagbaa. The statue
• 75 metres tall, has almost everything to suggest title
gender of the deity except that the felt-cap depicted
on its head is usually worn by men.
2. Qsogbo images that represent the priesthood 

and worshippers
Iya-Olodo

lya-Olodo is another name for Iya-Osun, that 
is, the chief priestess of Osun cult in Osogbo©
The statue in Plate 22 (.4 metres tall) represents»
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a typical Iya-Qsun. Because Osun is the fore­
most traditional deity in Osogbo, the cult of Osun 
is practically synonymous to the central cult of 
community religious observances and Iya-Osun is 
automatically the highest priestly authority of all 
orlsa worship in the town.

The Iya-Olodo must be an elderly woman who has 
passed the age of child-bearing. The incumbent is 
succeeded on her death by someone else from the 
royal family0 The choice is made through divination« 
The present Iya-Olodo is Madam 9yaweoye Asande (Plate 
3 ) o

Once a person is made Iya—Qlodo, she must pack
iher movable property into the Osun temple, situated 

in the Ataoja's palaceo She then resides in the 
temple for the rest of her life together with some 
of the members of the cult of Osun and central cult 
of the community's religious observances. Her main 
function is to oversee, on behalf of the Ataoja, 
the general management of the cult objects in the 
Osun temple and the house of the images, the 
central shrine that houses the images involved in 
the festival under study. For instance, at the 
O^un temple» the "Iya-Olodo" and the Aworo (Chief
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priest) make offerings to the goddess of Osun 
on special days called (,>so-(̂ unt "Osun weekly 
rituals", performed at intervals of four days, 
which make a traditional Yoruba weeko

In the statue of Iya-Olodo, the head is cons­
picuously exaggerated, being about a third of the 
whole body* However, the features of the face are 
about normal; and the statue is usually bedecked 
with colourful beads and gorgeous head—tie and 
wrapper.
Aworo

The statue in Plate 25 (.75 metres tall) 
represents Aworo, that is, the Chief Priest of the 
central cult of Osogbo.

The Aworo must be a man who has stopped fathe­
ring children. He is usually appointed by the 
Ataoja0 His function complements that of Iya-Osun 
as regards the custody and general administration 
of all the cult objects and rituals in Osun shrine 
and the house of the imageso Specifically, the 
Aworo supervises the preparation of all sacrificial 
offerings meant to be administered by the central 
cult of community religious observances and leads 
the procession of images during the festival of
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images. The present Aworo is Chief Fplprunso 
Babalola (Plate 4).

The Aworo statue is depicted carrying cult 
objects in his hand. The features of the face are 
rendered in low-relief and virtually eclipsed by 
the spotty painting that characterizes all but one 
of the images involved in the festival of images 
at Osogbo. Although shorter, the long-tail coiffeur 
on its head resembles the one on the head of the 
Qgun statue (Plate 21b).
Iya-Aye

iya-Aye ("Mother of the world") (Plate 23), .8 
metres tall, symbolizes all elderly women especially 
those who are believed to possess supper-natural 
powers that enable them to operate in the physical 
and spiritual realms. In Osogbo, such women are 
said to belong to the Ogboni society. The Ogboni 
society is one of the oldest cult groups in Yoruba- 
land. It is an awe-inspiring society, popularly 
known as a secret society because of its passwords 
and secret ritualso Members of the Ogboni society 
in any Yoruba town or village are mostly the elders 
who are renowned for their wisdom and their mystical 
and political prowess.' The members are prominently
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men, women members are comparatively few in number;
, . 24but they are all held in the highest esteem.

The image of a woman as '‘Mother and child" is 
a fundamental motif in Yoruba art. It evokes the 
rich and contented state of a mother which any 
Yoruba woman wishes to attain. No worship is also 
complete without the Yoruba soliciting for children 
or long life0 The iconography of Iya-Aye without a 
child, either in her hands or on her back or around 
her, is therefore unimaginable.) 
lya-^ango

Iya-Sango (Plate 27), c5 metres tail, depicts 
a $ango priestess carrying a baby on the back and 
standing on a make-belief head-mask pedestal which 
looks like an inverted pot with the features of the 
face drawn boldly with paints. The pedestal, as 
well as others like it in the Osogbo group of images 
(Plates 17, 20, 23, 26 & 27),has no underneath hollow 
through which it could be worn like Epa masks.

Sango is the Yoruba god of thunder. According 
to Rev. Johnson in his book, The History of the 
Yorubas, Sango was the fourth Alaafin of 9Y?° He 
was powerful, temperamental and eager to fight. He 
is said to be a tyrannical king who ruled his people
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with iron hand. He was so oppressive that two 
of his lieutenants hatched a rebellion against him. 
However, Sango got to know of this and consequently 
set one against the other. The more powerful defea­
ted the other and, after realizing £ango's plot,
led his contingent against ^ang6« Eventually $ango

25committed suicide by hanging himself on a tree*
The few supporters of Sango became objects of 

derison among the peoplec They there-upon sought for 
and got the medicine that could bring down lightning 
and thunder (symbolizing Sango's wrath) on their 
opponents* With this they harrassed and tormented 
their opponents into reversing their slogan from 
"The king hanged himself" (£>ba so) to "The King did 
hot hang himself*" (Qba kb so).

Since the perioa sango's wrath was symboli­
cally brought to bear on his detractors after his 
death, the worship of Sango has become an annual 
event by his adherents* Shrines dedicated to him 
are more prominently located at 9Y?» Ede and Ibadan* 

Most worshippers of Sango male and female, have 
^ango shrines in their individual houses (Plates 
28a & c; 30 )• At the shrine of the most senior
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member of the cult there are often heavy wooden 
bowls covered with large lias. The content of the 
bowls invariably include stone axes called "thunder­
bolts." The carved bowl, and sometimes the group of 
images, in the Sango shrine usually have white spotty 
painting on them - signifying, most probably, the 
relationship between Sango and Sonponna.

The adherents of Sango often wear beads of red 
and white (kcle) round their necks. Their hair-do— r— T
is unique: it is in the form of an inverted semi­
circle with fine finishings. This hair-do is called 
Agdgo . It is an identification trait of both male 

and female $ango worshippers as evidenced on the 
head of the Iya-Sango statue.

The Iya-Sango depicted in the Osogbo group of 
images (Plate 27) is comparable to a Sango priestess 
(Plates 29a & b) dancing during the 1991 annual 
Sango festival at Agbowo, Ibadan. However, the car­
ving carries a child while the dancing priestess 
does noto

As already said, the image of a woman carrying 
a child either in her hands or on her back or having 
children around her (Plates 23 & 3&c) is a fundamental 
motif in many Yoruba art forms and in many spheres
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of Yoruba life. The Yoruba have always been 
preoccupied with the problems of fertility. Every 
worship, no matter of which the deity, is incomplete 
without solicitations for children or for their long 
life; it could also be for land fertility or better 
crop yield. The iconography of Iya-Sango, Iya-Aye 
(Plate 23) and Yemoja (Plates 35 and 36c) as "Mother 
and Child" in this respect is therefore understandable. 
Avan

Ayan (Plate 24) symbolizes the cult-drummer.
The image is a generic symbol for the group of cult 
drummers as if representing those who supply ritual 
and secular music for Osoqbo. The word Ayan is ani —* 
appelation for anybody who comes from a family of 
traditional drummers in any part of Yorubaland.
Indeed, Ayan usually prefixes the name of such a 
person. For instance, the names Ayanyemi (Drumming 
pays and fits me), Ayanwale (The Drummer reincarnates 
and comes back home) and Ayangade (The Drummer is 
enthroned) suggest the traditional family background
of the bearerso
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GENERAL OBSERVATION
The composite figure (Plates 14a & b), as already 

said, was carved in 1936 but nobody knows when the 
single free-standing ones were carved. Although nobody 
now remembers who carved the images, it is easy to see 
that they came from two different workshops. All the 
free-standing ones were apparently produced by the same 
artist, because of the similarity of the style, while 
the composite carving was made by another artist.

As I have said at the beginning of this chapter, 
both the free-standing statues and the composite one 
are made after the human figure, but the forms are 
somehow stylized and transposed with the natural pro­
portions altered to suit the carver’s artistic inten­
tions. As in most of other African sculptural forms, 
spectators find in each of the O^ogbo images an over­
large head and a trunk too long for the legs. Each of 
the carvings, except the only equestrian statue, repre­
sents either male or female human figure set in a pose 
of alertness or attentiveness. The carver has made no 
attempt to portray emotions of fear, anger, or joy; 
rather, most of the images assume the semi-divine 
of dynamic relaxation: a perfect state of mind where
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intense concentration seems to reside.

Although the images are each named after a deity 
or cult-official, no attempt has been made to represent 
individual personalities. The free-standing images are 
provided with pedestals, which vary in thickness and 
form (Plate 26). Some of the pedestals look like in­
verted pots comparable to Epa helmet masks with human 
head features boldly indicated on them. These are 
however make-belief masks because they have no hollow 
beneath them as in Epa masks.

The most dramatic features in the Osogbo images 
is the projections bursting from their heads. The 
projections vary in form, ranging from long-tail coi­
ffeurs (Plates 2la & b and 25) to peaked caps and hats 
(Plates He, 15, 16 & 17), felt-caps (Plates 13, 18,
20 & 24) and special hair-style (Plate 23).

The treatment of the facial features of the Osogbo 
group of images vary. In some cases the eyes, nose, 
mouth and ear are rendered in low relief on the face 
and completely or partially covered with white spots 
(symbolizing small-pox) on brownish-red background 
(Plates 11 & 25). In some cases the eyes are prominent 
and bulging as if they are being pushed out by some
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pressure from within (Plates 16a & b and 22). On 
many of the images, however, the facial features are 
highlighted with paints. The eyes are indicated with 
small black spots (representing the iris and pupils) 
in the centre of a big circular spot painted white, or 
vice versa (Plates 13, 17, 19 & 26).

The nose is completely covered with paints on most 
of the images. The mouth is equally eclipsed by paints 
on some of them. Where the mouth can be seen, it is 
generally indicated as two parallel bars (Plates 16a & 
b, 26 and 27). The ears are generally depicted by some 
stylized semi-circular shapes set far back on the sides 
of the head. Whereas the ears are not indicated on 
the image representing Osun-Ijumu (Plate 17), they are 
uniquely treated on the symbol of C)?un (Plates 16a, b 
& c) .

Indeed, the treatment of the eyes, mouth and
ears on the image symbolizing Osun deserveispecial
mention. Each eye is boldly painted out in two circles,
one inside the other. The two eyes occupy about half
of the whole face and the mouth is indicated boldly
as two parallel bars, leaving no room for the nose
between the mouth and the eyes. Each of the ears is»
suggested with a bat-like structure that occupies the
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whole side of the head and reaches down the shoulder.
I was told that the special treatment of the features 
reflects the people's conception of the attributes of 
the goddess <D?uns she is believed to possess the power 
to see and hear everything as indicated on page 1OO.

The treatment of the facial features in the compo­
site figure is slightly different from that of the 
free-standing figures. The rendering of the eye, nose 
and mouth on all the eleven figures is stereotypical 
and naturalistic. However, the eye takes the form of 
a semi-circle with a black spot in the centre represen­
ting the iris and pupil.

It is noteworthy that colour plays a very import-i
ant role in the Osogbo group of images. The images are 
usually "bathed” and repainted every year by the cult 
members shortly before the festival as indicated in 
Chapter 3. The spotty and linear motifs are invariably 
employed but the rendering of these on the images is 
slightly modified from year to year. Plate 16b mani­
fests the O^un symbol as it was painted and used in the 
1990 procession of images, while Plate 16a is the 
same image as it was rendered and used for the 1991 
festival. The way the eyes are exaggerated with paint
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in Plate 16a conveys at once, and emphatically, the 
"all-seeing" attribute of the goddess 9!?un> which the 
exaggerated eyes suggest. This impression is comple­
mented by the two parallel bars of paint used to suggest 
the mouth, and balanced by the boldly-painted part of 
human facial features on the pedestal below.

Unlike most of the other African sculptures where 
the application of paint is optional to the understanding 
of their contents, painting helps in the O^ogbo images to 
further define the sculptural forms. In most cases 
painting even disregards the underlying sculptural de­
tails in order to help the beholder identify what the 
images represent. For instance, the application of 
spotty painting on all the free-standing images is 
very instructive on the purpose of the festival. This 
impression is more overwhelming in the case of Nana- 
Buku, "Sonponna's wife" (Plate 11c) and Aworo (Plate 
25) statues where every part of the figure, except the 
coiffeur and the lower limbs, is covered with the 
spotty painting. The spotty painting is symbolic of 
small-pox, and therefore the problem that the festival 
of images at Osogbo is out to avert.

Moreover, the painter apparently Uses the small­
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pox motif with a creative love of decoration to satisfy 
his aesthetic sense by applying the spotty painting, 
which designates the problem, in a rhythmically appea­
ling way. One would naturally feel that the visual 
symbol of such an awfully dreaded Yoruba god as Sonponna 
should have a stark, awe-inppiring shape and repulsive 
features devoid of any embellishment. On the contrary, 
we find that the sizes of the spots are regular, their 
arrangement is rhythmical, and their transposition with 
lines is seemingly calculated. A n  these might have 
been done for no other reason than to give the images 
an attractive and pleasing appearance - possibly to 
attract many members of the community to the rituals.

The decorative rendering of the painting therefore 
connotes an euphemistic visual expression of the viru­
lent scourge of small-pox. There is also a psycho­
analytic interpretation of this euphemism. The Yoruba 
say Ohun ti o ba koja ekun, ^rin nj a fi rin. that is, 
"any unpleasant experience that is beyond shedding of 
tears should be laughed off" - obviously to neutralise 
or reduce its .psychologically painful and dreadful 
effect of such a thing in one's mind.

Fears usually arouse two types of reaction in
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human beings: flight (or evasion) and fight (struggle). 
In the case of a neurotic who chooses flight, this 
choice may end in panic or the collapse of the will 
to live. The painter of the O^ogbo images chose to 
fight; and the attractive portrayal of the spotty small 
pox motif on the images is evidently the painter's 
device to dominate the fear of small-pox, on behalf of 
the community, unloading it in the style the images 
are painted.
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Figure 3 - Map of South-western Nigeria showing
the towns mentioned in this dissertation 
as well as the northern limit of the 
forest region of the area.
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CHAPTER 4 -

FESTIVALS INVOLVING MANY IMAGES IN 
OTHER YORUBA TOWNS

Festival of images is a very prominent aspect of 
traditional Yoruba religion hence it is observed in 
notable Yoruba towns and villages such as Ile-Ife, 
Ibadan, Oyo, Qsogbo, Ilobu, Owo and Ila-Orangun. At 
this juncture, it is pertinent to examine the form and 
content of the festivals in other Yoruba towns and 
compare them with that of Osogbo with possible histo­
rical and other significance.

The festival of Erinle and the sacred wood-carvings at Ilobu
Ilobu town is about twelve kilometres west of 

Osogbo. In Ilobu are found all the orIsa to be expec­
ted in a Yoruba town. There is Gango, the god of 
thunder. There are Sango’s wives^Oya and Osun, both 
river goddesses. There are Obatala, the "creator god" 
and Ogun, the god of iron. Erinle, a deified hunter, 
is the community deity; and there are Esu, the messen­
ger god and Ibejx, the spirits of twin-birth. There 
are also Egungun masqueraders associated with ancestors 
and of course, Orunmlla, the oracular deity. However,
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the most important orisa in Ilobu is Erinle and it is 
only his worship that involves a procession of images*

The myth associated with Erinl^ says that he 
was a powerful hunter who led the people of Ilobu to 
the present site of the town. According to oral tradi­
tion, the people of Ilobu first lived in a place called 
Iregba. There, however, the land was not fertile.
Erinle, who was then hunting elephants in Iregba area, 
conducted Larosin, the first Globu (the title of the 
traditional ruler of Ilobu), and his people to the pres&nt 
site of the town. He stayed with the people of Ilobu 
for many years, performing many brave deeds in times 
of war. The imagination of the people now associates 
his name with all the great wars they can remember in 
their history, including the halting of the Fulani 
advance outside Ilobu. It was due to Erinle, they hold, 
that Ilobu was never conquered.

According to the local tradition, after Erinle 
had stayed long enough for the original Ilobu people 
to establish themselves, he turned into a river which 
is named after him. He was then deified and has since 
then been worshipped annually. His river is just at 
the main entrance of the town from Osogbo. The spot
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where he turned into a river, named Ojutu is the 
river-shrine where the Ilobu people gather to wor­
ship the deity every year.

Erinle festival usually takes place in October.
As in the case of most other Yoruba festivals, the 
actual date of the annual Erinl^ festival is fixed 
by the traditional ruler of the town in consultation 
with Orunmila, the Yoruba god of divination. The date 
fixed for the festival is conveyed to the public through 
mass media. In the olden days the town-crier used to 
make the announcement*

The festival lasts seven days and is marked by 
singing, especially singing of the praise-songs (orxkl) 
of Erinle, dancing and feasting. On the third day of 
the festival, a visit is made to the river-shrine by 
the chief priest of Erinle, the olobu and his chiefs, 
and as many of the entire people of the town as are 
able to attend. Sgungun masquerades, especially 
the hunters' masquerade (Layewu), usually comes out 
that day and accompanies the crowd to the river shrine* 
Traditional rulers and chiefs from neighbouring towns 
and villages also join in the worship at the river
shrine
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Kolanuts and prayers are offered by the chief 
priest of Erinl^ at the river bank. This is followed 
by the sacrifice of a ram to Eririle. This ram isI
simply taken to the middle of the river and sunk there. 
Immediately this is done, the Olobu leads a dance 
round a group of trees at the bank of the river. He 
is accompanied by the chief priest and members of the 
cult of £rinle« They all dance round seven times.

Thereafter, the whole congregation leaves the 
river for the town amidst traditional music, with women 
chanting the praises of the deity.

According to Beier's account, the festival used 
to be rounded up on the seventh day by a procession of 
all the images in Ilobu, first to the market place

1before the 9ba's palace, then round the whole town.
A couple of days before the procession, the images - 
all wood-carvings - would be washed, painted and dressed 
up with head-ties and robes.

All the images in the Erinle palace-shrine would 
also be brought out and assembled with the ones from 
the town. The worshippers would sit around them feas­
ting. Abundant stable foods and meat used bo be pre­
pared in the Olobu*s palace for this purpose. After
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their meals, the worshippers would sing and dance 
around the images, offering prayers to the various 
orl^a which the images symbolize. They would also 
chant their praises, particularly those of Erinl^, the 
chief deity of the town.

Finally, the chief priest of Erinle would kneel 
down before the image that represents Erinle to offer 
the thanks of the people of Ilobu for the protection 
of the gods. He would cast kolanuts. The worshippers 
would resume dancing and dance to the outer chamber 
of the palace where the Olobu had been staying with 
his chiefs. They would all join in the dance and that 
used to mark the end of Erinle festival for the year. 
The worshippers would disperse and the images would be 
returned to their respective shrines.

It is note-worthy that the annual Erinle festival 
at Ilobu has not changed in form over the years where­
as the procession of images that accompanies it has 
undergone some modification in recent years. The 
modification began in 1975, when all the images in 
the palace-shrine of Erinle were stolen by some un­
known intruder. The theft occurred just two weeks 
after the Erinle festival and none of the stolen.
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images has been recovered till now.
The traumatic effect of the theft of the images 

on the Olobu and his chiefs, as well as the Erinle 
priest and members of the cult, is better imagined 
than described. 9ba Asiru Qlatoye Olanxyan, the pre­
sent Olobu of Ilobu, told me on October 29, 1992 that 
he was informed by the oracle that the stolen images 
are inretrievable and that he was instructed to make 
another one to replace at least the Erinle symbol before 
the 1976 festival. He carried out this instruction by 
commissioning the Erinle symbol in Plate 35 - an eque­
strian figure holding a gun and carrying a child on the 
back.

This new carving, named "Erinle" is the only image 
that is now kept in the palace-shrine of the deity.
The annual procession and exhibition of all the images 
of the town that used to constitute the final ritual 
of the annual Erinle festival as described by Beier in 
1957 has been discontinued since 1976.

Nowadays, the symbol of Erinle is made to "sit- 
in-state" in one of the open chambers in the Olobu's 
palace oh the last day of Erinle festival. Here, 
people are free to look at, but not touch, the image. 
Thus, the traditional purpose of the procession is
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partially achieved because quite a large crowd of 
People team to the palace at least to cast a glance 
at the image as the grand finale of the annual Erinle 
festival.

Although the images from the other shrines in 
the town are no more assembled or carried in procession, 
the traditional feasting, singing and dancing that 
accompany the procession and exhibition of the images 
are still observed in the Oba's palace as the Erinle 
symbol sits-in-state on the last day of the festivals,
So, people who go to see the statue in the palace on 
that day are treated to free food and music.

The Erinle symbol is withdrawn into the palace- 
shrine after the last free-for-all dance and meal in 
the evening, and this brings the festival to a close 
for the year,

Oba Asiru Olaniyan, the Olobu, told me that the 
reason for discontinuing the exhibition and procession 
of the images is mainly to secure the traditional 
images that are left in shrines in the town; for, 
according to the Olobu, "The eye can covet only what 
is exposed to it"o

According to the oral tradition I gathered from 
Oba Olaniyan about the origin of the festival of images

133
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at Ilobu, the annual Erinl^ festival was not accom­
panied by procession of images initially. Exhibition 
and procession of images on the seventh day of the 
festival began in the mid-nineteenth century when the
southward advance of the Fulani to the Yoruba country

2was halted outside O^ogbo and Ilobu. Many refugees 
fleeing from Oyo-Ile, Offa, Erin-Ile and other war- 
torn Yoruba towns settled at O^ogbo and its environs, 
that is. Ilobu, Qffa-tedo and Erin-Osun. The latter 
towns were new settlements established by fugitives 
from Offa and Erln-Ile*— i

The people of Ilobu and the refugees credited the 
defeat of the Fulani army outside Ilobu to the tutelage 
of the Yoruba traditional deities, especially Erinle, 
the Ilobu community deity. An annual festival of the 
gods was thereupon instituted during which the deities 
were thanked, propitiated and petitioned. According 
to Oba Olaniyan, the festival used to take place a 
couple of weeks after the annual Erinle festival. 
However, it was eventually scheduled to form the 
final rituals of Erinle festival in view of the fact 
that Erinle was, and still is, the principal deity 
that the festival of the gods was meant to honour.
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Those final rituals featuring a procession of the 
images at Ilobu were observed regularly on the seventh 
day of Erinle festival up till 1975.

The exact age of the Ilobu images is difficult to 
determine. However, most of them are of considerable 
age because even the oldest members of the compounds 
from where the images were brought for the procession 
in 1957, according to Beier's account, could not remem 
ber the time when or by whom they were made. This 
implies that the images must be over sixty years old 
by 1957. Many of the images involved in the festival 
must have been made and used within and around the 
shrines before the latter half of the 19th century 
when refugees from the war-affected areas settled in 
Ilobu and the adjacent towns. This suggestion is 
corroborated by the fact that the worship of Erinle 
and some other deities commenced in Ilobu right from
the time Erinle turned into a river in the town. This*
according to oral tradition, was about fifty years 
before the reign of Oba Abi9dun as the Alaafin of Oyo. 
Alaafin Abiodun reigned from 1774 to 178904 There­
fore, some of the Ilobu images might have been made 
in the early years of the 18th century.
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It is also possible that the refugees brought 
Some of the images to Ilobu from their former settle­
ments. However, considerable number of the images 
used in procession during the festival of the gods in 
the town (which developed into the final rituals of 
the annual Erinle festival) were probably carved in the 
latter half of the 19th century when the refugees 
settled in Ilobu and its environs. The likelihood of 
this last suggestion is strengthened by the fact that 
one Maku, a carver of great fame who livedin Erin-Osun, 
was said to be responsible for the production of most
of the images in the environment by the end of the 19th 

5 ' \century. Erin-Osun is a small town about five kilo- 
metres south of Ilobu. Erin-Osun is one of the newI I »
settlements founded by refugees from Erin-Ile. Since
Erin-Osun was not in existence before the latter half * » »
of the 19th century, Maku, the famous carver from Erin- 
Osun, might have produced some of the images after the 
founding of the town in the late-19th century.

Erinle festival is also observed annually at 
Ibadan and 0ke-0dano Parrinder gives a brief account 
of the festival at Ibadan. According to him, there 
were two shrines to the deity at Oke-Foko quarters:
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one near a brook marked with three trees surrounded 
by a low wall; the other was in a chief's compound 
where there were many images. During the annual festi­
val of Erinle, the images used to be carried in proce­
ssion to the tree. The festival is still being observed 
annually but the procession of images has been discon­
tinued because most of the images have been stolen while

gthe few remaining are closely guarded in the shrine.
This Yoruba hunter god, Erinle, is known and

called "Eyinle" at Oke-Odan, a town in Egbado area of
Yorubaland. Robert Thompson witnessed the annual
Eyinle festival in the town a couple of times and says
that the festival was not accompanied by any procession
of images as at August, 1964. He adds, however, that
the shrine of the god there was a raised platform set
within one room of a compound "upon which diverse ima-

7ges and ritual paraphernalia rest". The most important 
items of Erinle cult paraphernalia at Oke-Odan, accord­
ing to him, include earthenware filled with fluvial water 
and smooth black stones from the Erinle river at Ilobu, 
a wrought-iron surmounted by the figure of a bird, and 
iron-chain worn round the neck and bracelets of the same 
material won on the right wrist by devotees of the god.
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Thompson’s observation confirms Johnson’s record that
the chain bracelets symbolize the iron or brass bangles
won by the hunters of Yoruba antiquity..^

There seems to be a strong connection between
devotees of Erinle at Ibadan and Oke-Odan and those
at Ilobu. Apart from the water and stones from the
Erinle river at Ilobu which votaries of the god at
Ibadan and Qke-Qdan keep in ritual pots in their shrines,
six of the images in the Erinle shrine at Ilobu are

gsaid to have been carved in Ibadan. The images might
have been commissioned by devotees of Erinle who were
resident in Ibadan. On the other hand, they might have
been commissioned and presented to the shrine by some
individuals as a mark of appreciation of some of their
blessings which they believed emanated from the deity
- as in the case of an Egbado man who., according to Ade-
pegba, presented an image to Erinle shrine at Ilobu

10because of the god's blessing to him. The images
carved at Ibadan and the one from Egbado are said to
be among the ones stolen from the Erinle shrine at 

11Ilobu in 1975o It is most probable that this cate­
gory of the Ilobu images were carved by the end of 
the 19th century because they were likely to be among
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the ones brought out for the procession of images at
Ilobu in 1957, the producer and the date of production
of which, according to Beier, not even the oldest per-

12son around there then could remember.

Yemoja festival at Ibadan
Yemoja is a water deity. In Yoruba myth she was

the ancient mother of all rivers and of all fishes.
Tributes are paid to her whenever any river deity is
worshipped in Yorubaland. This is to acknowledge her
maternal relationship to all rivers.

Most of the adherents of Yemoja are women. This
is understandable because a great pre-occupation of
women in Yorubaland is how to obtain children and Yemoja
is believed to be the Yoruba arch-orl^a of fertility
"whose breasts", according to Gleason, "reach down to 

1.3her knees". 'This explains why the sacred symbol of 
Yemoja at'Ibadan (where the deity is still being devo­
tedly worshipped) is a composite carving of a seated 
woman carrying a child on the back and a n o ^ ^  ^
her hand. Two other children kneel around her 
(Plates 36icfc<—.e?) ♦ The female figure is depicted 
with three vertical face-markings on each cheek and 
it is provided with traditional head-tie of a typical
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Yoruba woman, qele.
There are two shrines dedicated to Yemgja at 

Ibadano There is an open-air one around a tree at 
the bank of a stream named after the deity. The stream 
is behind Lagos by-pass at Oke-Ado/Molete boundary.
The shrine - Yemoja temple - is in the traditional 
family compound (Igbodu) of the priest. The temple 
is linked to the stream-shrine by a street named after 
the deity, Opopo-Yemoja<> A priest and a priestess are 
in charge. The temple is a room set apart to contain 
the symbol and altar of the goddess (Plate 36a). Un­
like a church or mosque, this temple is not large enough 
for any but about five persons to enter with the wor­
shippers staying in the ante-bhamber.

Yemoja festival at Ibadan falls annually in the 
rains. It lasts seventeen days. Twenty-one days before 
it is due, the general public is informed about the 
festival through announcement and advertisement in the 
mass media. The announcement is usually made over the 
radio till the eve of the festival. The twenty-one day 
period before the festival is devoted to preparations 
for the festival. The preparations include the provi­
sion of sacrificial offerings, food-stuffs and building
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of new uniform dresses by the votaries of Yemoja.
On the first day of the festival, the deity is 

worshipped at the shrine by the stream-side* The 
symbolic carving of Yemoja is not taken to the stream- 
shrine* The composite carving is washed and painted 
three days before the beginning of the festival and 
enthroned in the temple from the first day of the 
festival till the seventeenth day, <*t&dlnl(5qun when 
it is carried in procession round the inner core of 
Ibadan city.

During the period that Yemoja symbol "sits-in- 
state" in the temple, there are lots of praise-singing 
of the deity and feasting around the temple as many 
people team in to rejoice with the devotees* Some of 
the visitors come with offerings of food-stuffs, fowls 
and kolanuts and put them in front of the enthroned 
Yemoja symbol* Solicitations for children, long life 
and prosperity dominate the prayers said in the place*

Also during the seventeen-day period, young women 
are seen in procession very early in the morning with 
round-bellied water pots balanced on their heads 
going from Yemoja temple to the stream-shrine to fetch 
water, and back to the temple*
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The etadinloqun marks the climax of the festi­
val when the final sacrifices for the festival are 
made to Yemoja and the carving is carried about a 
section of the city in procession. The priest and 
the priestess enter the temple early in the morning 
on that day while the worshippers and participants sit 
or stand in the open space in front of the temple. 
There is sacrifice, followed by prayers for provision 
of children for the barren and fever-free life and 
prosperity for the living children. The congregation 
chorus and echo ase ("so be it") to the prayers.

There is a feasti Then in the late afternoon 
there is another sacrifice offering and kolanut divi­
nation and, as the words 6 yan (positive indication 
that the sacrifices have been accepted) are pronounced 
from the temple, drum starts.

The procession is about to begin. The votaries
of Yemoja and some of the participants put on the• «
commemmorative uniform dresses* aso-egbe. which have 
been built specially for the occasion. The carrier of 
the symbol is also ready in her best clothes which 
have been built specially for the procession. The 
carrier, who is chosen through divination from the

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



1-4.3

family of the worshippers, must be a woman that has 
stopped bearing children*

The procession begins amidst vivacious drumming, 
singing and dancing. Immediately the carrier comes 
into the open with the image, there is a very loud ova- 
sion of iyct 01 ("Great Motherl")o Regular sparks of 
this acknowledgement punctuate the drum sound and singing 
throughout the procession.

The procession goes along a traditional route 
embracing several streets within a section of Ibadan 
city. It features a great variety of dances, the most 
fascinating of which are the ones done by the carrier 
of Yemoja composite image, the priest, the priestess 
and some of the worshippers. They shake their shoulders 
and wriggle their trunks and limbs to the rhythm of 
"bata" drum sound. They, especially the worshippers, 
twist"and turn and then pronounce their thanks to Yemoja 
who has blessed them with children and protected them 
and their blessings over the years.

All along the route, a lot of people are attracted 
by the carving and the music and they join the proce­
ssion. Galls are made at the houses of some of the 
elderly votaries of Yemoja. At such places, gifts 
ranging from kolanuts to fowls are made to Yemoja
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through the carrier of the image. In about two of
such places, the carrier is made to put the image on
a stool, take some water and relax for a couple of
minutes. During the 199l festival at one of these
stop-overs, a young woman sang this song and danced:

Te le Yemc>ja o e, 
le Yemoja 6 a;

Agkn 'o ŵ i mi,
N o te le Yermpja.
It is Yemcpja I follow,
It is Yertupja I worship;
I detest barreness,
Hence I worship Yemoja.

The song was chorussed and a number of other women 
also danced.

The last port of call and turning point is the 
palace of the Olubadan (the traditional ruler of Ibadan). 
The crowd has usually swollen so much by the time the 
procession stops over at the palace that most of the 
available space in the palace is occupied by the mammoth 
crowd which spills over to the roads in front of the 
palace. At the palace, the carrier of the sacred image 
of Yemoja puts it on a low table and relaxes by it. It 
is constituted into the cynosure of the whole gathering. 
A short dance is made at which two of the Oba's wives 
join the Yemoja priest and priestess and two other
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devotees. The Oba thanks the Yemoja cult for main­
taining the tradition and endeavouring to stabilize 
the population.

The procession returns to Yemoja temple after the 
Oba's short address and prayers. The return parade is 
made through a different route but with the type of 
pomp and pageantry that characterize the onward move­
ment to the palace0 The procession returns to the 
temple at sunset and terminates the festival with a 
free-for-all dance in front of the temple. The crowd 
then falls back and the composite image is returned to 
the altar in the temple.

Although the image is brought out in procession
I

only once annually, it embellishes the temple and 
creates religious atmosphere. The priest and priestess 
operate in the temple informally everyday, and formally 
every four days to mark Yemoja's weekly ritualo

Yemoja festival is celebrated with much gusto 
mainly because of the belief of the people that Yemoja 
is the source of peaceful living and that any year this 
act of public worship of the deity is not observed will 
be a year of disaster - violence, barreness of women 
and poor harvest of farm products.
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The function of the composite image in the festi­

val is easily appraised by considering the reaction of 
the crowd on seeing it* Apart from the shout of Iya 
o ol ("Great Mother!" that punctuates the singing and 
drumming throughout the procession, individuals among 
the crowd, especially women, express aloud their wish 
to be as blessed with children as the Yemoja composite 
carving* Obviously, such an expression would not have 
arisen if the symbolic image (hereby constituting a 
visual point of reference) did not accompany the pro­
cession. So, the image as a visual expression of the 
common aspiration of the community, serves as a great 
crowd-puller during the festival. It also makes it 
easy for the community to identify the procession.

The Yemoja priest, Chief Olukunmi Egbelade", told 
me during the 1991 festival that the composite image 
being used now was carved in 1958 because the free­
standing ones used before then had been stolen. The
latter were likely to be the ones that Parrinder des-

14cribes in his book, Religion in an African City.
Although Parrinder's account of Yemoja festival 

at Ibadan does not include the procession of images 
that accompanies the festival, it gives a vivid 
description of the festival and the images involved
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in it. According to his account, there were two 
temples of Yemoja at Ibadan: one in a room in at

compound behind the "king's market" containing a large
image of the goddess. "It is a wooden figure with
large breasts, and head covered with a long cloth.
Beside her are other figures." The priestesses and
worshippers "assume that the goddess comes into the
temple during the festival.^

The other temple of the deity, according to him,
was near a stream behind Ijebu by-pass. Here, there
used to be a huge tree surrounded by water only in
the rainy season during which the deity was worshipped,,
The priest lived in a shelter made in the branches of
the tree for seven days during the festival, and women

15went there with offerings and prayed for children.
The second temple of Yemoja described by 

Parrinder is most likely to be the one I have descri­
bed on page 435 of this thesis. The stream referred 
to in his description is now named after the deity, 
while Ijebu by-pass has now been renamed Lagos by-passo 

The exact age of the images in the Yemoja temple 
described by Parrinder is not known. They might have 
been produced in Ibadan in the eighteenth century by
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some of the Egba who were the original settlers of 
the town. Ibadan was an Egba village from the second 
decade of the eighteenth century until mid-l9th century. 
When Old Oyc> (Oy<p-Ile) was sacked in 1837, Oyo fugitives 
and a few Ijebu soldiers occupied Ibadan on discovering 
the defence advantages of the town. They expelled the 
Egba and further developed the town into a great mili­
tary centre which ensured its growth during the ensuing 
decades of turbulent inter-tribal warfare in which 
Ibadan jockeyed for hegemony. The town gr«w so fast 
that by the middle of the nineteenth century, it had 
become one of the largest towns in Yorubaland. It is 
also possible, therefore, that the images were produced 
in the latter half of the nineteenth century by Oyo 
and Ijebu refugees who settled in Ibadan after 1837.

During the nineteenth century Yoruba civil wars
in which the Ibadan army emerged victorious, such as
the defeat of the Fulani army outside Osogbo in 1843

17and the destruction of Ijaye in 1862, the people of 
Ibadan might have established an annual festival of 
the gods meant to thank, propitinate and petition the 
deities. As in the cases of Osogbo and Ilobu already 
discussed, the festival of the gods might have fea­
tured, among others, great feasting and procession of

14-8
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symbolic images of the deities* Such a festival of 
the gods might have been absorbed into the annual 
Yemoja festival or Oke-badan festival.

All told, the procession of the composite image 
of Yemoja that now forms the final rituals of the 
annual festival of the deity at Ibadan must be a ref­
lection of the significance of the image in the festi­
val. The mere fact that the composite symbol of the 
deity was made to replace the stolen ones and is being 
carefully guarded and maintained is an indication that 
the image is almost indispensable to the success of 
the festival.

Yemoja is also worshipped annually at Abeokuta'
with pomp and pageantry. According to Judith Gleason's

18account of the festival written in 1971, there are 
two shrines of this water deity at Abeokuta. One is 
in Ibara quarters while the other is somewhere at the 
bank of river Ogun. Here, the annual festival of the 
deity is accompanied by a procession of the symbolic 
image of the deity and other images "round the town 
and down footpaths to the other shrine at the bank of 
the river"o

Gleason does not give a detailed description of 
the images that are carried in procession during the
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Yemcpja festival,, However, they are likely to be 
of considerable age - made, possibly, in the nineteenth 
century when Abeokuta was founded.

Before the Egba people were forced to found Abeokuta, 
they occupied the forest region between the borders of 
modern Oyo and Ijebuland. They were grouped into three 
as Egba Gbagura, Egba 0ke~9na and Egba Ake. Each group 
founded many towns but recognised only one paramount 
ruler. All the Egba kingdom remained under Oyo yoke 
until towards the end of the eighteenth century when 
they successfully rebelled and asserted their indepen­
dence under the leadership of <oisabi. However, the 
civil wars of the nineteenth century in Yorubaland 
forced many of them to evacuate many of their townso 
They moved further south-westwards to found a place of
refuge on and around the Qlumo Rock between 1829 and

191830. This was how the town of Abeokuta grew.
It is probable, therefore, that the Yemoja symbol at 
Abeokuta and the other images with it were produced 
before or after l830oUNIV
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Th e  f e s t i v a l  o f  th e  im a ge s  a t  E s ie

The images at the Yoruba town of Esie in Kwara
State are about the largest known group of traditional
African sculptures. They are over eight hundred in
number; and carved in steatite or soapstone, similar
to a kind of soft stone which exists near Qffa and 

20Ilesa, and also used for carvings in Guinea and Sierra 
Leone. Host of the images are seated while a few of 
them assume a kneeling position. They all portray an 
array of social roles. The origin of the images are un­
known hence there has been much speculation about them.

An oral history in Esie, where most of the images 
have been found, says that they were discovered acciden­
tally by the ancestors of the present inhabitants of 
the town. The original site of their settlement is said 
to be at Okodo. Water supply at Qkodo was inadequate, 
so, hunters were sent from there to look for a new 
site for the town. It was during the search that the 
hunters are said to have found the stones. They thought 
them to be a good omen and decided to settle as near 
them as possible, adopting them as symbols of the spirits 
of some supernatural individuals. The hunters probably 
discovered a spring nearby for the town of Esie is
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said to have grown from there about 1770, that is,
" 163 years before 1933"*^

Another popular tradition of the origin of the 
images connects them with some pale-skinned strangers 
who were turned into the images by God for their inten­
tion to take punitive measures against the Elesie - 
the traditional ruler of Esie - for flouting an order.

The strangers, who are said to be travelling from 
Egypt to Ile-Ife, sent a messenger to the Elesie that 
they intended to visit his town and that he should 
stay at home till they returned from Ile-Ife. The 
Elesie waited for some days. However, as he had to 
harvest his okro lest they overgrew, he left briefly 
for his farm. Incidentally the strangers arrived while 
he was away on the farm. They took offence of the Ele- 
sie's failure to carry out their instruction and there­
upon decided to punish him. Though the intended 
punishment is not specified, it seems to have outweighed 
the gravity of the offence. According to the tradition, 
God considered that the foreigners had exceeded their 
powers and turned them into the stone images.

In view of the latter oral tradition, it is 
strange that the natives of Esie regard themselves 
and are referred to as the children of the imageso
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Indeed, some, scholars have expressed the absurdity
22of this phenomenon. This aside, the images are

looked upon as community deities and every year, about
the end of the dry season (in the month of March) a
festival takes place in their honour.

The stones used to be venerated in three towns
where they have been found, namely, Esie, Ofaro and
Ijara. However, it is only in Esie, where the largest
collection is, that the annual festival in their
honour is still being observed. The Esie images were
"discovered" and brought to light in 1933 by Mr. H.G.

23Aamshaw of the Church Missionary Society. The Ofaro
ones were sporflighted in 1939 by Donald Friend, an

24Australian itinerant artist; while Mr. Jack Legatt
"discovered" the Ijara ones during geological surveys

25in the region in 1962. In all the cases however, 
the stone carvings were already known to the local in- 
habitants.

When the Esi^ images were found by Ramshaw, they 
were crowded together carelessly and overgrown by weeds. 
Many were partially burried while a number of them 
were broken during the clearmc) of grass ana weeds 
for the annual festival. In 1936 Messrs J.D. Clarke
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and F. F. Daniel (the then Resident of Ilorin Province)
built a temporary shelter for a better preservation 

2 6of the images. In 1945, however, the Federal Govern­
ment of Nigeria erected a permanent shelter for the 
images and got them well arranged. The permanent bui­
lding has been renovated a couple of times and the place 
is now in the care of the National Commission for Museum 
and Monument.

But all these have not affected the annual tradi­
tional festival of the images. The worshippers have 
free access to the images .although nobody is allowed to 
remove them. The worshippers have never carried the 
images in procession as in the case of most similar 
festivals. Because of the weight> the images at Esie 
are not easy to carry on the head or in the hands to 
considerable distances. Soft woods were used in carving 
the images that are carried on the head in procession 
during the similar festivals already mentioned.

The date of the festival is decided by the 
Elesie and the priest or priestess’, the kwbro, inI

consultation with the images through divination. The 
date for the 1992 festival was 27th March.

The surroundings of the "shrine'1 (that is, where 
the images are) were tidied up for the festival a
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couple of days before the date fixed for it. Radio 
announcements were made informing the community 
members about the date. Sacrificial items and plenty 
of food-stuffs were provided. The things required 
for the sacrificial offering are usually dictated by 
the images through divination. Over the years, how­
ever, these have included a white-feathered cock, a 
he-goat, plenty of quatre-lobate kolanuts (obi abata) 
and palm-oil.

In the morning of .the festival day, in this case 
the senior priestess (the aworb) and many of the vota­
ries - all women - sang and danced round the town, 
accompanied by drums and metal gongs. Another group of 
women prepared a great feast of local stable food while 
several men went to different places in the fields 
around the "House of Images" (Ile-Sre)preparing for 
the annual Burning of the grass, which is a part of 
the festival of the images.

Eventually# the ranks of the dancing group had 
been swelled by other townswomen. By the time they 
joined the cooking group the food was ready. Some of
them carried bowls containing the food and they all

/ "ssang joyously to the Ile-Ere. Meanwhile, a lot of
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men had gone to the premises of the Ile-Ere, some of 
tnem taking with them the basic sacrificial items.
Visitors/participants from other villages had also 
arrived at the premises of the He-Ere. According to 
oral tradition, some of this category of people from 
other villages used to bring to the festival portable 
images which they normally took back after the festival 
rituals. No image is taken to the festival these days.

/ NWomen arrived at the shrine, Ile-Ere, by noon.
They stood outside the shelter for the time being and 
were singing - probably to announce their presence to 
the images. Then the Aworo and two other women devo­
tees entered the shelter, holding some of the sacrifi­
cial offerings. They were followed by three men lea­
ding in the sacrificial goat.

.Sacrificial offerings - honey, kolanuts, palm-
oil, sugar-cane - were placed in front of one of the

\images called "King of the images" (Qba-Ere) because of
t

its outstanding appearance. The Aworo bowed before it 
and addressed all the images in a soft voice. She 
offered the people's thanks to the images for their 
protection and guidance throughout the past year and 
prayed the images to pardon the people for whatever
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they might have done wrong. She also asked for long 
life and prosperity for the people of tisie as well as 
those who attended the festival from other villages and 
towns. She emphatically prayed for a fever-free new 
year for children} and solicited protection for men who 
would soon begin to burn the surrounding grass. The 
goat and the cock were then killed and part of the blood 
was sprinkled over the "king" of the images. Visitors 
and spectators who bring offerings for the images then 
moved forward and put them on the floor in front of the 
images.

The next stage was the casting of kolanuts. The 
Awbro took up one of the quatre-lobate kolanuts con­
tained in one of the basins before the images, broke 
it open and cast the four cotyledons at the foot of the 
"king" of the images to check whether the offerings were 
accepted or not. Once this was ascertained some of the 
offerings were shared and eaten. Kola was again cast 
to see if the images had given their conscent to the 
burning of the bush (the images are considered to own 
all the place around the shrine).

At this juncture, fire was set to the grass near 
the shrine as a signal for the burners in other places 
to set the bush on fire. As hunters with their dogs
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hurried about looking for games escaping from the 
flames, lots of hawks hovered in the sky above the 
burning area while there were intermittent gunshots 
in the distance. All these combined to colour festivity.

Drumming and singing continued and there was a 
free-for-all dance led by the priestess round the 
"house of images". The dance was mostly by women as 
men were busy hunting. The dancers finally converged 
in front of the images and the Aworo offered some 
prayers. Thereafter, the dancing team and most of the 
other participants returned to the town and visited the 
tilesie in his palace. The fcilesie did not go to the 
shrine but joined them on arrival in the dance. Tradi­
tionally, he must not set eyes on the images.

The crowd dispersed there and then, but the Aworo 
and the other cult members stayed in the palace eating 
and drinking till evening when whatever had been killed 
during the hunting was brought to the palace and divi­
ded. About half of the games went to the successful 
hunters while the other half went to the community.
The share that went to the community formed the core 
of the feasting, singing and dancing that took place 
in the palace throughout the next day in which nobody
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✓ ■'returned to Ile-Bre. This marked the end of the 
festival.

The belief that the images are constantly watching 
over their everyday activities helps in maintaining 
morality and peace among the people, making them cau­
tious of their actions to their neighbours. This belief 
explains the seeming absurdity in the natives of Esie 
calling themselves the children of the images.

The Esie images were most probably produced about 
1100 A.D. This date was arrived at from the thermolu­
minescence dating of some terracottas found with the 

27stone figures. The date makes the Esie images of 
greater antiquity than the ones involved in the festi­
vals of images at Qsogbo, Ilobu and Ibadan (already
discussed). A variety of styles has been identified

28within the over eight hundred images at Esie.
Besides, all of them are individually characterized
and not stereotyped cult objects. They all have face
markings of some sort which are displayed by the

29Yoruba according to families or lineages. The images 
portray people of different social standing engaged in 
an array of social functions and possibly represent a 
communityo This hypothetical community must have had
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connection with ancient Ife, the cradle of the Yoruba 
people, because of similarity in the face patterns 
of some of the images to those on some of Ife art. 
Adepegba and Stephens have observed that the face 
patterns on the Esie images were various components of
the striations on Ife art adopted alone or partly combi-

i 30 ned.
The Igbomina area where Esie is, like the other 

areas of Yorubaland already discussed, suffered a lot 
of instability in the recent past. The area witnessed 
the Muslim jihad and the Yoruba civil war in the nine­
teenth century. Most of the towns were evacuated only 
to be resettled and in most cases not on their original 
site„ The images can only be associated with Esie town 
because of their (the iaages'j present location. Esie 
and neighbouring communities like Igbaja, Ora and Aran 
group are of Old Oyo COyo-Ile) origin. Other communi­
ties in the area such as Omu, Ahun, Agbamu, Omido and

. 31Isin groups claim to have come from Ife.
Incidentally in Esie and neighbourhood, there is 

a tradition of a blacksmith warrior, Olowu. His head­
quarters and smithy is nowi a place called Okiwo which 
is just about three kilometres to the location of the 
stone images. Although "Olowu" is the name of a
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person in the tradition, it is the title of the 
ruler of any town called Owu in Yorubaland. At pre­
sent there are four towns at different locations in 
Yorubaland called Owu Cone is near Ikire, and one each 
in Oyo, Ijebu and Abeokuta areas) and each of the tradi­
tional rulers of the towns is called Olowu. The "Olowu" 
in the local tradition could therefore be taken to be 
a ruler of a community, Owu, that once existed in the
area. Owu, according to Johnson, is the first Yoruba

32town to be established from Xfej and Mabogunje and
Omer Cooper have suggested that the original Owu was

33mostly located in Igbomina area. Therefore, the 
other Igbomina communities near £sie, which claim to 
have come from If^, are possible descendants of the 
original Owu people. As a corollary, the community rep­
resented by the images was probably Owu.

Besides, the thermoluminescence dates of the 
eleventh century A.D. got from the terracottas associa­
ted with the stone images are within the range of the

34dates of Ife art. Although there is no way of ascer­
taining whether the terracottas existed alongside the
stone images or not, a terracotta head in the same style

35with the stone images has also been found at Ife.
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Thus the Esie images can be said to have been 
made by some immigrants from Ile-Ife - possibly the 
first settlers of the original Owu.

The original purpose of the Esie stone images is 
as enigmatic as their origin. In view of their indi­
vidual characterization, however, we may rightly assume 
that they were not meant to symbolize any deities un­
less the gods were thought of as being members of the 
different families of worshippers with different face 
markings. This view corroborates the assertion made by
some scholars that Yoruba images do not always repre-

3 6sent any deities. The Esi^ images could be said to 
relate to what Frobenius claims he heard the slaves of 
Yoruba descent in Timbuktu say that "all their fore­
bears who had descended into the ground had been turned
into stones and still had their own heads each of which

37bore its own stamp." . But there is no evidence to 
support Frobenius' claim. The origin of the images as 
it relates to the story from Timbuktu is not confirmed 
by any traditions of the people. Besides, the present 
worshippers of the images at Esie cannot be identified 
with the manufacture of the objects, hence the original 
purpose might be different. However, it is possible that 
most of them were memorial images considering the fact
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that some of them appear well-dressed and dignified.
This deduction is somehow similar to Lawal's view* on
Ife bronzes and terracottasj "The fact that some of them
have been identified with some past Qoni (kings) of Ife
shows that they are memorial portraiture rather than

38religious symbols," he says. The original purpose of 
the fisie images might have been to immortalize and en­
hance the prestige of the individuals represented.
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Figure 4 - Distribution of Yoruba sub-tribes
in the eighteenth century 
(Ojo : 1966, p.39).
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CHAPTER .5 

CONCLUSIONS
The annual festival involving a procession of 

the traditional images of Osogbo provides an illumi­
nating insight into similar festivals in other parts 
of Yorubaland. This comparative study has shown that 
Yoruba festivals of images are, in fact, festivals of 
the gods at which the parade of the images pi ays a very 
prominent role. In Yoruba culture, art and reliqion 
are closely linked. Art is ritual and the externali- 
zation of the religious impetus.

The Yoruba have shrines for their deities and the 
symbols are kept in the shrines. Most deities are wor­
shipped every week of four days but major sacrificial 
offerings to them are made annually. The images invol­
ved are meant to honour, entertain, propitiate or peti­
tion the spirits of the gods in order to gain their 
goodwill. It is believed that wishes would be granted 
if rituals were performed correctly.

During the annual festival, the images are carried 
in procession round the town wherever possible, or ex­
posed to the public in the shrine premises. Many of 
the images involved in the festivals manifest visual
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*

expressions of the common aspirations of members of 
the community as well as the meaning of the traditional 
ritual being enacted. The images, when exposed to the 
public, attract members of the community and serve as 
crowd-pullers to the venue of the ceremony, thereby 
inviting some emotional response and communal solidarity 
from individual beholders. The images therefore serve 
as stimuli for religious worship and intense ritual 
activity.

Yoruba images as indicated are not actual rep­
resentations of the deities, but rather of priests, 
priestesses and worshippers of some particular deities. 
They make the spiritual materially perceptible - like 
crucifixes in the Christian church. However, they are 
optional, as any god can be worshipped without an image 
and there are many shrines with carvings. The images 
can be replaced at will. The present symbols of Erinle 
at Ilobu and Yernoja at Ibadan are replacements of the 
old ones that are reportedly stolen. Two different ima­
ges symbolize Sonponna, the Yoruba god of small-pox, 
in the Qsogbo group of images. Therefore, Yoruba ima­
ges can hardly be considered as idols in the sense of 
symbols of worship. They are objects of beauty, to be
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admired or appraised. Part of their role in the 
religion of the people is to enhance the prestige 
of both their owners and their gods.

Colours play a secondary role in Yoruba sculp­
tures. However, the sculptures of Obatala (the Yoruba 
god of creation) who is known as, and is called, the 
•'white god" are consistently painted white in Yoruba-

land.

Images identifiably executed in the local sub­
styles are found freely used in localities where they 
do not belong. For instance, the composite carving 
symbolizing Sonponna in the O^ogbo group of images was 
executed in the Epa sub-style of the north-eastern 
Yorubaland; so also is a terracotta head in the same
style wit!) the Esie stone images has been found at 

1Ife. There are also instances where images were
made and presented to honour a deity whose shrine is
located outside the localities of the presenter (as
the case is of an Egbado man who made and presented
an image to the Erinle shrine in Ilobu in appreciation

2of the god's blessing to him).
Most of the festivals involving images in 

Yorubaland (notably Osun, Erinle and Yemoja) are
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connected with river deities. So also has one of the 
traditions of origin of the Esie images connected the 
images with the search for water. However, the festi­
val of the stone images at Esie which were carved 
around eleventh century A.D. certainly predates simi­
lar festivals in other parts of Yorubaland.

It also seems that all the festivals of images 
had Old-Oyo connection. The inhabitants of the pre­
sent site of Esie migrated to the town from Old-Oyo 

3in about 1775. The sack of Old-Oyo in 1837 by 
Muslim Jihadists and the Yoruba civil war, also in the 
nineteenth century, caused a lot of displacements and 
resettlements of most of the Yoruba people. Most of 
the towns where festivals of images are now found to 
have been kept alive were established after the civil 
war and they either have some Oyo elements or other 
Oyo connections.

Many of the present inhabitants of Osogbo and
Ilobu are descendants of refugees from Old-Oyo.
Ibadan was initially an Egba settlement before the
influx of Old-Oyo refugees to the town after the fall
of Old-Oyo. Some of the earlier settlers were Egba

4and the Egba are said to be related to the Oyo.
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The existence of the festivals in 
towns can however not be taken as 
an Old Oyo practice. It seems to 
val than a continuation.

the post-Old 9yo 
a continuation of 
be more of a revi-
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1. C. 0. Adepegba, "The Historical Significance of 

the Esie Stone Images" in Yoruba Images: Essays 
in honour of Lamidi Fakeye (j'fe Humanities 
Society) 1938, p. 67.

2. C. 0. Adepegba, "The Essence of the Image in the 
Religious Sculptures of the Yoruba of Nigeria", 
Nigeria Magazine, No. 144, 1933, p. 19.

3. Ekpo Eyo, Two Thousand Years Nigerian Art 
(Lagos: Federal Department of Antiquities) 1977, 
p. 158.

4. S. Johnson, The History of the Yorubas (Lagos: 
C.M.S. Bookshop) 1921, pp 233-236. See also
J. A. Atanda, An Introduction to Yoruba History 
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APPENDIX 1
PROVINCIAL OFFICE, 

IBADAN, *
NIGERIA,

1-Lf September, 1951,
The Secretary, 
Western Provinces, I B A D A N , C /> //» . I &

"I
■Sabuft iUyI vIo h Hqaflaw.t.ariu

I wish to raise the subject of the 
location, of Oahun Divisional Headquarters,
In my op'nion, Oshogbo is the most suitable 
place ftfr the following reasons »-

(a) Communications. Oshogbo is on the 
railway, telephone, and telegraph,

(b) Certain Departmental Officers are 
already established at Oshogbo e.g, 
ife.dical Officer, Sanitary Superin­
tendent, Engineer and Surveyor Posts 
and Telegraphs, District Engineer P.W.O,

(a) Thero is already a District Office
at Oshogbo which can easily be extended,

(d) There is a house for a District Officer 
and the Resident's Rest House could be 
used for an Assistant District Officer,

(e) Oshogbo is reasonably central within 
the Oshun Division,

2, If His Honour considers that the 
reasons set out above carry sufficient weight,
I should be grateful for confirmation that 
Oshogbo may officially be regarded as the 
Headquarters of the Oshun Division,

A. J. I liiLUrb
Acting Resident, Ibadan Province,

GASi L
pv//

Ci,

1

>‘L

*Y,.
J L ®  ' h / -xa. j C-t '/«. V /<f_7
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i§5.

«r

fls. n&os.PHOVIHCLiL OFFICE, IBADAN,NIGERIA,
Jg October, 1951.

The District Officer, 
Oshun Division, 

Oshogbo,

I am sorry I have been so long in replying 
to your letter No, 1266/1 of the 6th of August, 
but it has taken a little time to clear up certain 
points. My comments on your letter are as follows.

Part I.

1. Divisional Headquarters His Honour has officially 
approved the location of Oshun Divisional 
Headquarters at Oshogbo. A copy of the relevant 
letter will shortly be sent to you,

2, Housing.(il) I am trying to get more money from 
the Provincial Engineer, r I)'-*--.- -
Office, Accommodation and Equipment (i) (a) I tried 
to get an additional £75° this Financial Year,
See my endorsement No, 9 k / i y  of the 5th of Sep­
tember, However, you will see from the circular 
sent with my memorandum No, 9^/26 of 10t,h 
October,that there is ut present no machinery for 
obtaining supplementary allocations so I fear we 
are unlucky, I have included £750 for the purpose 
in the Provincial Adyanee Proposals 1952-53*
(ii) We will see what ve can do but the lack 
of machinery for betting additional funds is a 
severe handicap,' .... -
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'6.

Corresnondcnca (l) Where possible, I shall write 
to Iwo and Ogbomosho direct, copy to you. This is 

. to save "post office" work on your part. In 
"general, Assistant District Officers Ogbomosho and 
Iwo should^- write to me through you,
(ii) I will send circulars to Ogbomosho and Iwo 
direct, again to save "post office" activity.
(ill) (ft) This has largely been done by now.
Q,«aiMUiUaa.ttan8 ,<*•> ĝood ideu._ (li) I will ask the Divisional
Surveyor, Posts and Telegraphs I regret I have 
not yet done so*
Government Staff. (1) I understand from conversation 
with the Secretariat that His Honour has not approved 
an Assistant District Officer for Oshogbo, When the - 
official' decision reaches me, I intend to re-subn»it 
our case with further arguments.
(i)(b) We are doing what we can to clerical staff but it is proving ex-/2. (ii) I understand

bet the necessary xremely difficult/
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(ii) I understand that distribution of
, the clerks trained at the Clerical Training 
School,' 0shO7bo, rests in the first place 
with the Civil Service Commissioner and then 
with Secretary Western Provinces. If you can 
obtain two clerks-by direct negotiation with 
the Principal, .do so. but I think you will.find 
it' ia' Irregular. v * ;;

7p : (1) and ( i i ) ,  agreed.

8*-Tran snort-.
I *-I - would willingly make the 3 ton lorry 

.available to you at times,,, but the continual 
bugbear,.off available funds; arises, Enough ijioney 
for .running, -one lorry only. ,wâ  provided; ia 1951-52 

, and we cannot get any more„ £ee section 3 above.
We are now forced,'to use the lorries •.•very 
sparingly* however,; I •will see what'can be done,

—  9.- Lands- I-have written about tills in my memorandum
Iiĉ, 325/2 off the 8th, pf flp.tober,, 1951*

with the Public works ho
I'am still negotiating

___ blic; Works Department, on this subject
and h°P®.to . feet thejn to agree to (o)»

'(ll)Medlcal." I’ am still ,negotiating with the
. Medical Department , It has' already been agreed 
] that, in 1952-53, Iwo, Aiyeaado and ..Egbedore 
Districts will be supervised by the, Sanitary 

■ - Superintendent at Oshogbo*
’(a).^nd (b). Agreed,

(iv)F̂ .
b) ’ There wjLll be certain Provincial'Forestry 
Services' in 1952-53» paid for by all Native 
4uthpritie^ on.;a j contributory basis*

(vUayjpuitura.; (a) and (b) Agreed,
3,1, Lot'tslation. Amendmenta are being carried out 

as.heoessaryj,,..;.... ....
12,flttfljrfrgpja1:.sWr.A.Uva foeexta* Agreed.

. : !adUY»”SpJ.fUatiya|tP«*:",
1 have,discussed the proposed federation with 

Mr, B.S, Drown. (Senior Assistant Secretaryloc&l 
Government) and .with- -you,-The following are his 
.comments,,, •; •• ‘ ( _ - v

(iii) Mr, Brown suggests one Chief

i-II,
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3 V

' as President(for one year, meetings to ha hold in the town whare tho President liras.• vfkl; . . . -•* •,;. ,(iv) •'Mr, - Brown suggests (twice . or thrice a year,ii <r w • ■ ' v ■ l 1
•:% '^JuA^rU> .fiaUVA a--,. ?-1 __t.' ; :f(' ■ <" •'%'-r. vi‘. {• •1 '; ; Ycu axo still.considering this point with the i.'VrJiative .Authorities coneesuod, .

•' ■ ■■'■

h.Flrntnco.Mr. Brcvn sughcalfn complete financial fodoration with a-. Central treasury and Paying 1 ptatlona;^'*ou We.donhtfiil vĥ t'hor t|w* Native 
^V^CAuthorltlos^ill^accept ‘tivia,..: .p ' ' { ' \ ,. ;

) : $ * $ » ' $ % V
;V'(i) Agreed* '.Pleas? put up’dotailed proposals in due

,C. '.''V •• • V  , V'';, . w • • .
v t(ii)Agreed* Ploasa ppt dotaiied. proposals in due course
[i A-■ hi' i>V: ;•'/

■. ■.) "i ‘ •- './)■ ■ ■.•■■■ v<

•.Vi!* o
V

vx« ?' '-'t" ■';'■■•;■' " 1
• ‘ .'#» r . i*: *v *♦' st 1 : •1 • : i i■S '.•Oh'.:; ,,,■.• ;.'.•" y .(

V ; '.'v-.- V, - ■ •
J  ,.'•'• l - ‘ LUvif.* ....
' Agl Resident, Ibadan Province,

1; brbi) »•••" '•,'•«'• '■■ * -* w w
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RULES
MADE UNDER

t h e  public health o r dinance
lChapter 103)

APPENDIX II '

The Oohogbo District Native Aiithortty
(Public~Health) Rules, 105.?.

xn exercise of the powers conferred upon native authorities 
by section 42 of'the Public Health Ordinance and by the Public 
Health (Native Authorities Enabling) order in Council, 1940, the 
Oohogbo District Native Authority has made the following rules 
with the approval of the Lieutenant (fovornor of the Western Region.

1. vi) x'hese rules may be cited as the Oshogbo District
Native Authortiy ^Public Health; Rules, 1952.

2. (2; These rules shall apply not only to all persons norma­
lly subject to the jurisdiction of the Oohogbo District
Native Authority but also to all persons whilst within
its area.

2. in these rule3:~
"Health Officer" and "Medical Officer" have respecti­
vely the meanings assigned to them in section 3 of the 
Public Health Ordinance;
"infectious disease" in relation to human beings 
includes plague, cholera, yellow fever, shaOil-pox, 
ccrebro-spinnl meningitis, diphtheria, scarlet fever, 
typhoid fever, sleeping sickness, relapsing fever, 
dysentery, pheumonia, typhus, tuberculosis, anthrax, 
chicken-pox, and any disease which the Lieutenant 
uovernor may by Regional public notice declare to be 
an infectious disease within the meaning of the 
Public Health. Ordinance;
"Native Authority" means the Oohogbo District Native 
Authority; ’ O
"premises" means and includes houses, other buildings, 
lands, tenements, vehicles, tents, vans structures 
of any kind, drains, ditches or places open, covered 
nr enclosed and any boat or vessel on any inland 
waters:
"Street" inSHUudes all roads, bridges, carriageways, 
cartways, horseways, footways, causeways and pave­
ments. '

Sanitation of premises.

3. The occupier of any premises shall
^a) prevent any refuse or stagnant water from lying in his 

premises or being deposited by the inmates-of his premi­
ses on the portion of the road or street immediately 
adjoining his promises;

\b) prevent the flow of noxious matter from his premises int; 
a road or 3treet;

[cj collect daily all refuse, dung and sweepings in his
premises and dispose of them in such manner and at such 
place as the Native Authority shall publicly direct;

î d; take all reasonable steps to prevent mosquitoes breeding 
on his premises;

î ej construct, when so directed by the *.arive Authority, 
saigas or other approved forms of latrines on nis 
premises:

(I, enuatract, when directed by tne ,.ntive Authority, a oov-
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er or otner protection to prevent surface outer frcw draining into any 
111 on nis premises.

4. 1.0 person snail . .
(.a, make any ex^catation or hole in or witnin six feet of the near­

est point of any street;
\.b,i permit excessive growth of long grass or weeds on his premises 

or on the road of 3treet adjoining nis premises;
,o,i defecate in a public place:
(d; pollute any water, well stream or pond used for supplying water 

.to man or beast.
Infections Diseases.

5. -he occupier of any premises shall notify the wealth uffiner of any 
case of infectious disease on his premises, failure to notify the 
nealth officer shall be an offence.

6. when any case of infectious disease has been notified to the Health 
officer he may order the person suffering from such infectious 
disease and all persons who have been in contact with such person to 
remain on the premises where suoh person was at the time of infect­
ion and such premises shall then be placed in quarantine or he may 
cause them to be removed to any place provided for the reception of 
persons suffering from an infectious disease or for the segregation 
of contacts.

7. ihe clothing and effects of any person on premises in which a case oi 
infectious disease has occurred may he disinfected at the discretion 
of the nealth Officer.

8. On the occurrence of an infectious disease in any plane the nealth 
officer may establish a cordon around such place for the purpose of 
preventing persons departing from or going to such place.

9. ihe native authority shall have power, on trie recommendation of the 
medical officer and with the approval of the District officer, or 
Assistant District officer, to declare any area to he an infected 
area and may order.the evacuation or isolation of all or part of 
such area.

lu. ihe native Authority or such persons as may he authorised by the 
native Authority or empowered, on the recommendation of a medical 
ufficer and with the approval of the District officer, or Assistant 
District officer, in -writing, within an infected area, may;

vl; prohibit the movement of nersons, animals or goods in or 
out of such area;

K2) remove for examination the body of any person who had 
died or is suspected to have died from an infectious 
disease;

vSj cause any person in such area to be medically examined; 
place a mark on any infected building;

1,t>, order the disinfection or destruction of the clothing, 
bedding or other effects of any person in such area;

vb, order the disinfection or the destruction of any building 
in such area;

7̂; order any premises in such area to be closed;
v8/ order the detention of any person deemed by the medical 

ufficer of nealth likely to cause the spread of an 
infectious disease: and
prohibit assemblies of persons likely to .tend to -Ute spread 
■of an infections disease.

11. u-he owner of any clothing, bedding, effects or building disinfected o 
or destroyed and the occupier of any building closed and any person 
detained under the provisions of these rules shall be paid compensa­
tion by the Native Authority for any injury or lose suffered by him 
therefrom and the Native Authority is hereby authorised to assess 
such compensation and pay it to the person entitled from the revenue 
of the Native Authority.

L{J

!sSlaughter,
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Slaughter.
12. The owner of any animal slaughtered in an authorised slaughtering-

place shall collect all blood.and offal resulting from the slaughter 
of any such animal and bur/y or otherwise dispose of it in such 
manner and in such place as the Native Authority may direct.

13o The Native Authority or.any person:author!sed by the native author­
ity may inspect any meat or carcase intended for the food of man and 
condemn any such meat or carcase if he in of the opinion that it is 
diseased or otherwise unfit for human consumption, and may order such 
meat or carcase to be destroyed or disposed o:f as ho may direct.

14. Any person who sells any meat which is diseased or otherwise unfit 
for human consumption shall be guilty of an offence and shall be 
liable to a penalty not exceeding five shillings or to imprisonment 
not exceeding seven days for the first offence and to a fine not 
exceeding one pound or to imprisonment not exceeding fourteen days 
for each subsequent offence.

General.
15. Every person employed by a Native Authority and duly authorised in 

that behalf by the Native Authority employing him, may enter any 
premises within the area of the jurisdiction of the Native Authority.

vaj to inspect those premisesj
vb) to ascertain whether ibhero in any case of infectious 

disease on those premises.
provided that such person shall on all occasions on which he enters 
any such premises invite the occupier of the premises or in his 
absence o.r in the event of his incapacity to accompany him, any 
other-male person on the premises'to accompany him while he is'on 
3uch premises. ''

16. Any verson contravening or failing to comply with any of the provi­
sions of rules 3, 4, 5, 6, «, 9, 10, 12, or 13 of these rules shall 
be guilty of an offence and shall be liable to a fine not exceeding 
^1 or to imprisonment not exceeding fourteen days for the first 
offence and to a fine not exceeding or to imprisonment not 
exceeding one month for each subsequent offence.

made this 23rd day of .January, 1952

(Sgd) Adenle ±
Oshogbo District Native Authority

Signified in,accordance with the Oshogbo District Native 
Authority ^Standing) a-ules dated 26th day of May, 1949.

APPnOVED this 31st c3uy of March 1952

P„ V. MAtN
ACTING L i E u TEN A NT-GO VEKNOK 

WESTERN REGION.
CTViL SECRETaHI.WESTERN REGION,NiGEKlA.
DATE 1/4/52.

Adem.

OEKTll'lED TttuE COPx 
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Plate 1 - Osogbo central market shrine ("Ile-Ere") 
housing the images involved in the 
festival.

Plate 2a - The Osogbo traces arranged as if in
state for saaee rituals before they are 
carried in procession round the town 
on the day cf the festival.
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Plate 3 - Madam Oyaweoye As'ande, the Iya-Osun 
with the composite image of Sonponna*
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Plate 4 - Chief Folorunso Babalola, the Aworo, 
with the equestrian and the composite 
images of Sonponna.
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Plate 5 - People trickling in to see the
Osogbo images as they are arranged 
as if in-state.

Plate 6 - The Chief Priestess talks softly to 
the Osogbo images, offers the 
sacrifice and casts kolanuts.
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Plate 7 - The Chief Priestess
dancing before the 
Osogbo images.

Plate 8 - The Aworo and t«#o priestesses
dancing before the Osogbo images.
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Plate 9 - Cult members dancing before the 
Osogbo images.

Plate 10 - Non-cult members join the dancing 
cult-members in dancing at the 
Osogbo festival of images.
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Plate H a  - Osogbo images being carried in procession.

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



ay a

I9$>

!

Plate lib - Some of the Osogbo images and their carriers 
(Detailsof Plate lla).

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



2.00

m m

Plate lie Detail of Plate lla
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Plate 12 - Osogbo image-;Nana-Buku
("Sonponna*s wife”). 
H# 90cm

Plate 13 - Osogbo image:
Equestrian statue^ 
representing Spnponna*
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Plate 14a - Osogbo composite 
carving representing Sdnponna 
and his attendants (upper' 
tier) and four other deities 
(lower tier).

H. 120cm.

)

/
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Plat e 16a 
Plates J6 ^  b® c

Plate 16b Plate 16c
Osogbo symbol of the 9?un goddess.
(a) Front view (b) Profile (c) Back view

H. 125cm
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zing the goddess of 
Osun-ijumu, a tribu­
tary to river 9sun-

H. 75cm.

ft

Plate 13 - Osogbo image symboli­
zing the goddess of 
Osun-Ipgnda, a tributary 
to river Osun.

H. 70cm
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Plate 19 - Osogbo image representing 
the goddess of river 
CDkooko, a tributary to 
river'Osun.

H. 70cm

Plate 20 - Oqogbo image repre­
senting the goddess of 
river Ogbaagbaa a tribu­
tary to river Osun,

H. 75cm.UNIV
ERSITY
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Plate 21a Plate 21b
Plate 21 a & b - Osogbo image representing Ogun, the Yoruba god of iron.

H. 80cm.
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Plate 22 - Osogbo images repre­
senting Iya-Olodo, 
that is, Iya-Osun 
(left) and one of her 
attendants*

H . 40 cm .

208

Plate 23 - Osogbo image representing
Iya-Aye ("Mother of the world").

H. 80cm.
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Plate 24 - Osogbo images Avan 
(Drummer)•
H. 75cm«
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Plate 25 - 0$ogbo images Aworo 
(Chief Priest)

H. 85cm
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Plate 27 - Osogbo image repre­
senting Iya-Sango.

H. 60cm.
Variety of Pedestals

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY 



00b

Plate 28a - Columnal carvings in „ „ 
the Sango shrine at Akuru 
compound, Ipadan.

Plate 28b - (Detail of Plate 28a). 
Equestrian statue 
symbolizing Sonponna.« • t
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Plate 28c - Other columnal carvings in 
the Sango shrine at Akuru 
compound, Ibadan.

Plate 28d - Details of Plate 28c
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Plate 29a - An Iya-Sango (Sango 
Priestess) dancing 
during the annual Sango 
festival at Agbowoj 
Ibadan.

Plate 29b - Details of Plate 29a.
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Plate 31 - Obatala Priestesses from 
Illa-Orangun*
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Plate 32b
Plate 32a & b - Obatala priests in procession at Ejigbo

during the annual Grisa-Ogiyan (Obatala) 
festival in the town (Verger: 1961, pp. 215 
& 216)*
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Plate 33 - Spa mask I Plate 34
H.131cm.
National Museum,Lagos

Spa. mask II 
H.116.5cmNational Museum, L a g o s
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Plate 35 - Equestrian statue symbolizing Erinle at 
the Oiobu's palace shrine of Erinle, 
Ilobu.
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Plate 36a.- The symbol of Yempja in the temple at 
Igbodb compound, Ibadan.
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Plate 36fc- Yemoja symbol being
carried in procession 
during Yemoja festival 
at Ibadan,'
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Plate 36d Plate 36e
Plates 36c & d - Details of Plate 36a,
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Plate 37 - Esie stone figure of a seated man.
H. 60cm. National Museum, Esie.
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Esie seated figure with a sword. 
H.75.5cm. National Museum, Esie.

Plate 38
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